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THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
Dissertation Abstract 
Critical Efforts Against White Supremacy: Reflections of White Women on Anti-Racism 
Work Within Four-Year Colleges 
 
A disconnect exists between intended outcomes of inclusivity on college 
campuses and the failure of these institutions to recognize and act against oppressive 
legacies on campus. Cabrera (2014) asserts that few studies have directly critiqued the 
policies and procedures of institutions of higher education using a whiteness framework. 
Aniagolu (2011) states that white women have acted as ‘co-whites’ alongside white men 
to sustain racialized policy, disparity in civil and social structures, and the hidden agenda 
of white supremacy. When using a racial and gendered intersectional lens in research, 
white women are a protected class, saved from the microscope of critical analysis 
pertaining to race and racism. Very little research specifically discusses white women’s 
efforts in working against racism on college campuses.  
The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to understand how 
white women identified faculty and staff are engaging in anti-racism action and what they 
perceive as their responsibility in ending racism on their college campus. Furthermore, 
the study examined how the participants are negotiating their racial privilege in order to 
disrupt or sustain white supremacy. Data were collected via one-on-one interviews with 
seven participants. Four main themes emerged through this study: using strategic action 
and spheres of influence to create change, relationship building as critical for anti-racism 
development, staying engaged in anti-racism work while struggling with one’s whiteness, 




The study uses theoretical frameworks of collective liberation and critical 
feminism to draw a link between white women’s cognition around racism on campus and 
their responsibility to act against it. The findings of this study demonstrate the 
pervasiveness of white supremacy in institutions of higher education and the struggles of 
white women to fight against racism while developing their sense of identities, 
professional work, and engagement as change agents. The findings also point toward 
ways in which white women can create small changes through collaboration, relationship 
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CHAPTER I: THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 
Introduction 
While working at a four-year research university about a decade ago, I had a 
conversation with students that became the catalyst for the following research project. I 
was an advisor for a student-led group that met for discussion and action related to anti-
racism. The group of students did not necessarily consist of activists per se, but they were 
open to discussing their privileges and how to make changes in their daily interactions. 
During a particular evening meeting, the students gathered (all white-identified) were 
grappling with how to take what they were understanding as white privilege and racial 
oppression and set it into interrupting racism in their daily lives. Their struggles with 
forming clear ideas of their responsibilities within the anti-racism movement made me 
realize that students needed more support and models in how to actively address racism 
in their surroundings.  
As they discussed their day, I listened to them articulate where they saw 
microaggressions, cultural appropriations, and burdening of Students of Color in their 
classrooms. They critiqued their circle of friends and positionality: were they in racially 
homogenous friend groups, who did they sit next to in classes, how were they reaching 
out to people and spaces that were different from their own. While they could identify 
individualistic views of racism including the issues of privilege, blatant racist acts, and at 
times, microaggressions they witnessed in the classroom, their work seemed to end there. 
They did not know how to turn the mental understanding into tangible action. In other 
words, they were not sure how to take the step from inquiry to action or from the specific 




how to motivate students into action were needed in order to provide them with strategies 
of how to go about this work. I wanted to understand more about the entry points for 
students in anti-racism engagement and how their development as activists develops from 
there. 
As an educator within higher education, I believe there is space on college 
campuses for the development of activists to thrive. College is already a place where 
students are challenging social norms with which they grew up, learning about their own 
identity and the values they will espouse into the world, and an area where the 
privilege of college life offers the time to join actions and learn from community 
organizers. In addition, higher education as an institution has an opportunity to be a 
leader in racial justice by providing examples of solidarity and inclusion. Unfortunately, 
institutions often rely on blanket diversity statements without further consideration of 
how their foundations in oppression continue to sustain racial segregation and racism.  
As I reflected on my initial research interests related to budding anti-racist 
activism for college students, I realized that colleges themselves still mirror our larger 
society, with oppressive policies and actions that limit voices from People of Color and 
sustain a culture of whiteness. As a white individual, I felt personally responsible to 
impact change for my institution. I was critical of the example I was setting for my 
students and how they were learning from me as a professional and the college 
experience I attempted to create. I critiqued my own actions and responsibility in 
challenging the status quo, taking risks within the confines of my professional role. White 
individuals on campus who want to make a difference exist and I believe people would 




students and college professionals a better understanding of their personal responsibility 
and the action steps necessary to create change. One of the main challenges is how to 
create points of entry for white people to engage in anti-racism work without raising 
white experiences above those of People of Color.   
In addition, white individuals who want to make a difference walk a fine line 
between acting in solidarity with their anti-racism efforts and taking action that benefits 
their career and interpersonal relationships.  While there is a place for white individuals 
in the fight against racism, both in the everyday and institutionalized levels, the way in 
which white campus community members critique and conduct their work requires 
further examination. 
Statement of the Problem 
Although most institutions of higher education (IHEs) have published diversity 
statements and created departments and programs in the name of inclusivity, colleges and 
universities continue to be environments where racial disparity and racism still exist. 
Recent studies document this fact. McGee, Thakore, and LaBlance (2017) discuss the 
racial demographic disparity in student populations as well as highlight specific academic 
majors where few Students of Color are found. Similarly, Iverson (2007) focuses on 
diversity statements in higher education and questions whether institutional policies 
specific to diversity are making any strides in creating an inclusive and supportive 
environment for Students of Color. In actuality, many Students of Color across various 
institutions continue to share that their college campuses remain places of exclusion and 
inequality, affecting not only their experiences on campus but their academic work and 




Wendel (2016) shares in a recent Association for the Study of Higher Education (ASHE) 
report, white allies interested in creating a just campus may be falling short; their actions 
intended to work toward inclusivity may instead serve to sustain racist structures. Tate 
and Bagguley (2018) echo Wolf-Wendel’s concerns that efforts toward anti-racism have 
seemingly failed on our college campuses. 
Several scholars have researched the effects of racism in general, however few 
have looked directly at racism on campus especially with a specific focus on white people 
engaging in anti-racism work. Cabrera (2014b) discusses the lack of research and 
information about the effects of whiteness within post-secondary institutions. What 
remains to be seen are the lasting impressions and effects of uncovering tenets of anti-
racism and whiteness work for white-identified individuals, communities, and campus. 
Today, many white people are ill-equipped to deal with how to address racism on a daily 
basis within their workplaces and communities.  
In many ways, white people appear to have more entry points than before to 
engage in anti-racism work, from participating in anti-racism groups such as Showing Up 
for Racial Justice (SURJ) or calling politicians to implement change in racialized policy.  
However, these entry points remain limited, and their impact on dismantling white 
supremacy is not that effective or left unclear when racial oppression is still very much an 
everyday struggle. Naiman (2016) describes the need for white individuals to be 
cognizant of and take action on issues of white racial justice. DiAngelo (2011) 
specifically states that white racism is a white people’s issue, and white people must take 




Jones (2016) along with Museus and Griffin (2011) discuss the need to focus on 
not only white participants but also specifically white women. As white women make up 
a high percentage of student affairs practitioners, they are influential in carrying out 
institutional policy and procedure. In addition, their roles in student affairs place them in 
regular and close proximity to students and impact student development. White women 
have been challenged in the past as being responsible for colluding with racist systems 
and claiming allyship without critical action (Cannick, 2017).  
The 2016 presidential election provided an example of racialized collusion with 
53% of white women voting for Donald Trump as compared with over 90% of African 
American and Black women voting for Hillary Rodham Clinton (Golshan, 2017). 
Although news outlets and campus conversation have discussed the 53% of white women 
that voted for Donald Trump at length, limited critique focuses on the inability or 
inaction on the part of the 47% of white women to challenge fellow white women in 
conversations of gender, race, and social impact. Cabrera, Franklin, and Watson (2016) 
call for a refocus not only the racist aspects of society but also on whiteness, that unearths 
the silence of white people and white supremacy throughout our systems, including 
education. The participation in white women-led groups, such as Indivisible and the 
Women’s March, demonstrated that many white women understood changes needed to be 
made; however, these activities did very little to help advance anti-racist initiatives. 
Similar examples are evident on college campuses today where ethnic studies programs 
are in jeopardy, studies of whiteness are challenged, and white campus constituents fail to 





Background and Need for the Study 
Racial inequalities and injustices continue in both our communities and in our 
schools (Bonilla-Silva, 2014). Vo (2012) discusses how students, faculty, and staff 
identifying with marginalized groups, such as People of Color, women, transgender 
people, lesbian, gay, bisexual, displaced persons, and individuals with disabilities, relay 
time and time again how their current campus climate does not support a comprehensive 
socially just community. The problem lies in the disparity in intended outcomes of 
inclusivity on campuses and society and the failure of these institutions to recognize and 
act against oppressive occurrences both on campus and in their surroundings. A 
disconnect exists between the written values of diversity and inclusion posited by college 
campuses and the experiences of members of marginalized and target groups within the 
campus boundaries (Bush, 2011). Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013) describe this 
disconnect as a wall of whiteness that shields white individuals from the racial disparity 
within their surroundings. In addition, Leonardo (2004) argues that when oppressive 
situations are brought to the surface, white people act as if these incidents do not warrant 
a deeper look into restructuring or realigning campus culture to the campus vision of 
inclusiveness. 
Leonardo (2009) provides details on how issues of white privilege and whiteness 
have gained popularity for discussion in general discourse and academia over the last 
couple of decades.  Several researchers and observers of academia have demonstrated the 
importance of diversity education and supporting inclusive campuses. Where scholars 
like Jayakumar (2008) speak to the competency building for white students and others for 




justice education in post-secondary environments to address issues of racial inequalities 
within society. Harper and Yeung (2013) and Saenz, Ngai, and Hurtado (2006) find that 
interaction with diverse populations and education in learning about cultures helps all 
students to be more tolerant of people with different racial identities. However, it is 
unclear how these educational efforts lead to direct change and racial justice within the 
college system.  
According to McIntosh (1988), many diversity and social justice education 
programs and workshops focus on educating members of dominant groups about inherent 
privileges earned due to oppressive systems, hoping that becoming aware of privileges 
will lead these individuals toward being more inclined to change the nature of oppressive 
systems. However, Lensmire, McManimon, Tierney, Lee-Rachels, Casey, Lensmire, and 
Davis (2013) have discussed the overuse and simplification of the privilege indicators in 
lessons of social justice. Lensmire et al. (2013) state that individuals in dominant groups 
use the language of privilege to ignore more deeply rooted oppressive factors occurring 
on their campuses and in the community. Similarly, Leonardo (2004) posits that focusing 
on privilege and individualistic experiences within racism keep white people from 
acknowledging how they contribute to everyday racism. As Sullivan (2014) discussed, 
El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz (also known as Malcolm X) initially believed that white people 
– however well-intentioned – only contributed to sustaining racism. Therefore, the best 
way in which they could help to address racism was - and still is - to move out of the way 
of the work and initiatives organized by People of Color. 
Powell (2012) says that understanding privilege basics is important for beginning 




lead to anti-oppressive behavior or action. According to Leonardo (2004), educators may 
address privilege in their classrooms, but also sustain oppressive culture and supremacy 
within the institution. The same dynamic happens in society when a person calls out a 
racist occurrence in a specific interaction but continues to perpetuate racism through their 
everyday actions. As Trask (1991) discussed, individuals attempting to join a cause 
without understanding the complex history behind the injustice can often lead to helping 
dominant group members sustain the oppressive system they had hoped to dismantle. 
Ng (2005) upholds that acknowledging privilege itself is not the solution toward 
imagining a just world. Understanding the basics of privilege does not inevitably allow 
for identifying effective practices, educational curriculum, or other methodologies to 
engage dominant group members into long-term anti-oppressive work (Ng, 2005). As 
college campuses can cultivate an oppressive culture, students and college staff may not 
recognize racism throughout their typical day. Powell (2015) asserts that often privileged 
individuals attempt to address oppressive situations without critiquing whiteness. White 
people will create changes that ‘equalize’ opportunities but do not critique that the 
standards are set from a white perspective. Bonilla-Silva (2014) states that many white 
individuals push back on the notion that privileges and supremacy exist and relegate 
these social issues to historical stories, no longer affecting life today. Hikido and Murray 
(2016) posit that as white individuals make up a large percentage of the college 
population and in many cases dominate social norms, it is important to critique not only 
the institution as a whole but also how individuals white people engage in issues of 




In the last five years, social media reporting and discussions of race-related 
incidents have been on the rise, along with courses focused on topics of whiteness 
studies. White students in college are becoming more aware of issues of white privilege 
and racial oppression; however, they do not necessarily have the understanding or 
experiences to take these learnings and do something with them to affect change 
(Leonardo, 2004). In reflections of today’s culture, bell hooks writes, “We have to 
constantly critique imperialist white supremacist patriarchal culture because it is 
normalized by mass media and rendered unproblematic” (hooks & Mesa-Bains, 2006, p. 
61). The same can be said about college campuses; yet as Cabrera (2014b) asserts, few 
studies have directly critiqued the culture and policies of institutions of higher education 
using a whiteness framework.  
As a result, more information is needed on how members of dominant groups 
acknowledge and begin to take action to address systems of oppression and the role that 
higher education plays in the development of that action. Brunsma, Brown, and Placier 
(2013) critique much of the literature on anti-racist education to date, claiming that it 
does not go far enough to address the effects of our histories rooted in structural racism 
and colonization. It is important for institutions of higher education to understand how 
the development of individuals plays into how they learn about anti-racism and efforts to 
work against racism on campus, such as decision-making, policy interpretation and 
application, and programmatic development. These factors may help determine how 
social justice education can result in more individuals taking life-long action and provide 
information in a way that members of dominant groups hear and adopt it in their personal 




More research is needed that is based on an intersectional understanding of how 
race and gender intersect as pertaining to whiteness in higher education. White people, in 
general, have a responsibility to unlearn racism and take action toward an anti-racist 
society, but white women in particular have a specific set of charges. As Aniagolu (2011) 
states, white women have acted as ‘co-whites’ alongside white men to sustain racialized 
policy, disparity in civil and social structures, and the hidden agenda of white supremacy. 
In regards to higher education, while women in general have gained increasing 
responsibility and representation over the last several decades, the benefits have largely 
favored white women; thus, an intersectional frame is often ignored. As an example, 
affirmative action admissions policies, designed shortly after the Civil Rights Act to 
allow college campuses to address desegregation in education, were enacted to increase 
the number of students being accepted into colleges who identified as African 
American/Black individuals and white women in its first iteration (Harper, Patton, & 
Wooden, 2009). However, white women have ended up being the largest benefactors of 
these policies both in college and career aspirations (Pierce, 2012). 
When using a racial and gendered intersectional lens in research in higher 
education, white women are a protected class, saved from the microscope of critical 
analysis pertaining to race and racism. As Cabrera (2014b) demonstrated, only a portion 
of research on whiteness focuses inside the walls of college campuses. In these few 
studies, the focus specific to white people and racial privilege and racism was on white 
students in general and white males (Cabrera, 2012; Cabrera, 2014a; Cabrera, 2014b; 
Patton & Bondi, 2015). Very little research specifically discusses white women’s actions 




Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to understand how white women identified faculty 
and staff are engaging in anti-racism action and what they believe to be their 
responsibility in ending racism throughout their experiences on the college campus. In 
addition, the study examined how white women identified faculty and staff are 
negotiating their racial privilege to disrupt or sustain white supremacy on their college 
campuses. The participants were self-identified white women who worked at four-year 
colleges while grappling with issues of anti-racism action on an institutional or 
community level and who could tangibly demonstrate their commitment to addressing 
racism in their environments. 
Research Questions 
As this study examined the efforts of white women to destabilize racist systems and 
effects on college campuses, the following overarching research question served as a 
guide: 
1. How do white women faculty and staff committed to racial justice negotiate their 
privilege in ways that both disrupt and sustain racial injustice on their campuses? 
To support the answering of the overarching research question for this study, the 
following sub-questions were used: 
● How do white women faculty and staff describe their motivations to address 
racism on campus? 
● How do white women faculty and staff reflect on, describe, and critique their 




● How do white women faculty and staff describe the challenges to staying active in 
racial justice work? 
Theoretical Framework 
The research in this study used theoretical frameworks grounded in collective 
liberation and critical feminism to unearth how anti-racism efforts by white women may 
disrupt or fortify racial injustice on college campuses. This section describes these two 
frameworks, provides an outline of tangible action items based on the theory of collective 
liberation, and offers a rationale for the use of the two frameworks for this study.  
Collective liberation is founded in the idea of creating social structures that are 
free from hierarchies and are not dependent on the domination of people (Crass, 2013; 
hooks, 1994). The theory of collective liberation understands that systems of oppression, 
including racism, are prolific and work to maintain hierarchies, even when our own 
efforts attempt to dismantle them (Crass, 2013).  Collective liberation in practice could 
redirect what hooks (1994) describes as a “collective gaze that is wedded to an aesthetic 
of white supremacy” (p. 33). There is a presumed course of action in the collective 
liberalists’ understanding that no one is free until oppressive structures are dismantled for 
all. When individuals are not able to access their full potential or rights, then there is an 
inherent loss of community and humanity for everyone. It becomes the responsibility of 
all community members to look critically at their own role in sustaining hierarchies and 
redirect their energies into breaking down oppressive systems (hooks, 1994). 
A critical feminist perspective provided a complementary gaze into the subjects 
discussed in this study. It is important to view social and political regulations and 




feminist thought based on race and class differences. When an intersectional lens is not 
used, Women of Color are made invisible, both in the physical sense and throughout the 
cultural fabric of an institution. Critical feminism allows a deeper analysis into how the 
characteristics of whiteness can be argued for many oppressed groups based on disability, 
gender, class, sexual orientation, and other identities; nevertheless, as de Saxe (2012) 
states, a critique of race, power, and privilege must remain a vital part of the discussion. 
Crenshaw (2003) expands critical feminist theory to view issues of racism and sexism 
from the perspectives of the most disenfranchised. Crenshaw offers that by centering 
marginalized experiences and acting in ways to address these needs first will result in 
mutual benefit to others and to greater collective organizing. 
Critical feminism provides the outline for critique, exploration, and action on the 
part of white women in the fight against racism. White women are rarely challenged to 
consider race and their racial privilege within their own critique of a patriarchal society 
(de Saxe, 2012).  hooks (1994) echoes Audre Lorde’s challenge to white women to be 
self-critical of a power struggle that does not include reflection on investment in 
oppressive systems. White women must understand their role and responsibility in 
sustaining the system of racism. Although they struggle with their own oppressive 
systems of sexism and misogyny, white women do not seem to carry lessons over to their 
white racial identity and acknowledge their racialized privilege (Accapadi, 2007). hooks 
(1994) offers to feminists to be cognizant not only on the ways that “power is used 
against us” but in “ways that we use power” (p. 122). hooks reflections can be expanded 
to white women to not only focus on how gender inequality affects our lives but how we 




Examples of action toward collective liberation 
Within his 2013 book, Towards Collective Liberation: Anti-Racist Organizing, 
Feminist Praxis, and Movement Building Strategy, Crass summarizes examples of 
individuals fighting oppression on a daily basis while keeping in mind the community 
goals. To aid in the framework for this study, below is a summarized list of what action 
looks like under collective liberation and how these efforts pertain to institutions and 
individuals critically examining racism on their campuses. 
● Action must be viewed through an interdependent lens. A founding principle 
of collective liberation is that all of humanity is tied to the suffering of 
individuals. For campuses, this provides a strong call to examine ways that 
leadership, scholarly production, and other forms of success are measured and 
by whom. Campus leadership only needs to look to the constituents who they 
believe are struggling the most to find and reconsider the metrics being used 
to define insufficiencies.  
● Action is a cohesive effort. To make revolutionary change, people must work 
together and have a shared vision. However, that does not mean that action 
looks the same for everyone. As Crass (2013) describes, organizing done by 
People of Color is different than coordinated efforts by white people. White 
people are charged with a different set of outcomes in efforts to destabilize 
racism and bring campuses to racial justice than their Colleagues of Color. For 
white people wanting to engage in the racial justice movement, the 
predominant work is with other white people. White constituents of college 




hold each other accountable to a racially just vision and the actions to realize 
the goal. In addition, white people can take measures to ensure that they are 
stepping aside so that their Colleagues of Color are in visible positions and 
have decision-making opportunities. 
● Action involves sacrifice. White individuals have the privilege of working 
against racism or staying on the sidelines (Crass, 2013). Most white 
individuals can live a whole lifetime without thinking about race or racism 
and experience very little effect on their lives. Just as People of Color cannot 
escape the realities or effects of racism, white people working to fight a 
racialized system must consciously be dealing with issues of racism in their 
everyday lives. White people should be asking what they are sacrificing for 
the racial justice movement on their campus. The end result of racial justice is 
not to unearth examples of racism but to create just communities. Examples of 
minimal sacrifice include challenging oneself to speak up in the face of a 
racist incident even if consequences are probable or engaging in a 
conversation about race and racial justice when one feels tired by the day’s 
tasks. Minimal sacrifice also includes critiquing one’s own actions against the 
system of whiteness and making changes to everyday work that may conflict 
with the status quo of the institution.  
● Action means making mistakes. White individuals dedicated to anti-racism 
will struggle against their own upbringing in a system that favors their race 
each day. Since whiteness is an inescapable system, even the most committed 




their privileges are interfering with their interactions and decisions. However, 
being committed to the work for racial justice means continuing the work 
even when mistakes are made. In practical settings, making mistakes also 
involves being able to take accountability for those mistakes publicly, learning 
from the mistakes, and doing better next time. The examples where one will 
make mistakes on a college campus are endless as white supremacy is 
continuously striving to keep white people into the cycle of injustice. 
However, being reflective on one’s use of microaggressions, hiring and 
promoting decisions, and the ways in which cultures are threaded through 
traditions on campus are all opportunities to find areas of improvement. 
● Action is hope. Change is made by day-to-day actions and interactions. Being 
committed to social change stems from the idea that things can change, and 
our society will be better at inclusive and dismantling hierarchies. Moving 
forward when things are difficult, can also help sustain individuals in the 
work.  
● Action is love. hooks (1994) describes that at the core of work to undermine 
hierarchical structures, love must exist. hooks states that, “Without love, our 
efforts to liberate ourselves and our world community from oppression and 
exploitation are doomed” (p. 289). In a practical setting, love is the 
commitment to nurture one’s own and other’s well-being. Love means 
shifting efforts from focusing on what we are against to one where we are 
working towards. In the context of a college campus, staff often have the 




growth. A campus that embodies love as a main value moves away from 
dominant methodologies and punitive disciplinary actions; how is this placed 
into action in all aspects of campus culture for faculty, staff, and students. 
Campus constituents can reimagine their campus community as racially just 
and begin steps to bring this vision into reality. 
Rationale for theoretical frameworks 
 hooks (1994) writes, “Until we are all able to accept the interlocking, 
interdependent nature of systems of domination and recognize specific ways each system 
is maintained, we will continue to act in ways that undermine our individual quest for 
freedom and collective liberation struggle” (p. 290). The call from hooks (1994), Crass 
(2013), and other scholars is for a need to critically examine our institutions, consider 
what it is we are doing in the name of anti-racist work, and ensure we are using corrective 
action to reimagine our campus policies, programs, and initiatives to help dismantle 
oppressive systems, including racism.  
Utilizing a framework based on collective liberation allows for the understanding 
that communities and institutions are not race-neutral but instead they uphold long-
standing racialized power dynamics. For the basis of this study, collective liberation 
challenges those inside institutions of higher education to continue to take action to 
dismantle racism on their campuses. 
Complementing a frame of collective liberation with critical feminism allows a 
thoughtful interpretation of events and meanings to unearth subconscious racism, make 
anti-racism work a priority, and lead to specific efforts to dismantle racism. Specifically, 




oppressor and oppressed, keeping intersectionality and reimagined social structures at the 
forefront. Both theories challenge white women to be active participants in dismantling a 
system to which they benefit.  
Limitations/Delimitations 
This limitations/delimitations section summaries challenges to the study that 
require additional critique and areas that could not be controlled within the study. A 
limitation of this study is the positionality of both the participants and the researcher as 
white-identified individuals. The positionality of the participants and researcher could be 
a barrier based on the existence of white supremacy and its ability to constantly affect 
interactions (Brunsma, Brown, & Placier, 2013). Although the attempt to critique 
racialized thought and action is a main focus of the research, there is the possibility and 
inevitability that racist perspectives, microaggressions, and white fragility would be 
embedded in the data and analysis. To help address the veil of whiteness that might 
infringe upon the study and its findings, I attempted to be cognizant of the themes of 
whiteness in each section, critiquing them against an anti-racism lens.  
Unforeseen at the beginning of the study was that restricting data collection to 
interviews would result in a limitation. This method allowed participants to speak to ways 
they were entering into anti-racism work but did not show what those attempts looked 
like on campus or discuss how these attempts might obscure white supremacy. As a 
result, I offer recommendations for future research in Chapter IV that include a study of 
Women of Color working with white women to critique the role of the institution and 




addition, triangulating interviews with workplace observations would help address this 
limitation in further research.  
An ethical consideration is the thin line that exists between having a study that 
helps identify ways in which white women can unearth and help address racism on their 
campuses, and another way in which white women benefit from the oppression of People 
of Color while patting themselves on the back. For these reasons, the guiding research 
question furthered the idea of self-reflection and critique. This study asks not only what 
white women think they are doing to end racism on their campuses, but also challenged 
participants to recognize how their own actions are limited, faulty, and sustaining of 
racism.  
The study included both college faculty and staff who were currently working in a 
four-year university. Participants self-identified as white women who were interested in 
examining their own responsibility in sustaining racism and working to end white 
supremacy through policy change and interrupting racist incidents on a micro-level. The 
interview process was intended to last a couple of months. The study included two 
interviews per participant with time in between each meeting for reflection. The first 
interview introduced the project and gathered reflective thoughts on learning about 
responsibility for and efforts against racism. The second interview continued the 
discussion, focusing on the participants’ commitment and action to being a part of a 
racially just vision for their campus.  
Educational Significance 
This study focused on how the college experience helps to shape white 




opportunities where a stronger education in anti-racism efforts can be made. The findings 
of this study can offer guidance and act as a reminder to individuals working on college 
campuses of their responsibility in critically examining job responsibilities and effects 
through a whiteness lens. As Crass (2013) states,  
...reading stories of other activists going through similar challenges was so 
helpful...Rather than viewing the shortcomings of my activist effort as a personal 
failure, I could place them into this larger framework and draw lessons about how 
people, organizations, and movements develop, learn, and grow from mistakes as 
part of the process of working for change. (p. 14) 
If recommendations from this study were placed into motion, the results would 
help a campus develop more closely to its diversity and inclusivity goals. In more 
specific ways, if white individuals heed recommendations from this study, more white 
people working to challenge white supremacy will interrupt manifestations of racism in 
all interactions, from work to home to community.  
The results of this study extend an opportunity for further research in a similar 
manner for other types of educational institutions, such as community colleges, small 
private colleges, primary education, and secondary education.  Administrators and staff in 
other educational venues can utilize the findings as a guide in critiquing and renovating 




CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
This literature review aims to summarize analysis and observations within 
academic writing important for understanding the need for white women in four-year 
colleges to critique and act against racism at their campuses. Beginning with a history of 
racism within the higher education system and ending with examples of anti-racism 
efforts in the academy, this literature review provides a scaffolding of research conducted 
that demonstrates a foundation and need for this study. The five categories of literature in 
this chapter include: History of Racism Within Higher Education, Whiteness in Higher 
Education, White Women in Higher Education, Reinforcement of Institutionalized 
Racism, and Examples of Anti-Racism within the Academy. 
History of Racism Within Higher Education 
To understand the embedded nature of racism in institutions of higher education 
today, it is important to take a look at how racial oppression helped build and shape the 
college system. As Wilder (2013) explains, U.S. colleges not only benefited from racism 
and slavery but belonged to the systematic leadership that would shape the fabric of the 
young nation, “the academy never stood apart from American slavery-in fact, it stood 
beside church and state as the third pillar of a civilizations built on bondage” (p. 11). 
Gillborn (2013) states that a Eurocentric historical context allows one to visualize that 
from inception to implementation, policy is rooted in a system of whiteness ignoring 
practices of guideline development from other perspectives. From the building of the first 
U.S. college - Harvard University - through affirmative action and diversity initiatives 
today, this section provides an overview of historical occurrences that have shaped access 




America, as it is geographically bounded today, did not create the idea of university nor 
was it the only nation to benefit from colonization, slavery, and the oppression of many 
marginalized groups. The intersection of racism and higher education is a legacy shared 
amongst many early universities built in colonized nations; however, this section focuses 
only on the college system housed on today’s recognized land of the United States of 
America.  
Harvard University was the first university built in the United States and opened 
its doors in the year 1636 (Wilder, 2013). From its early years and through the end of 
formal slavery, Harvard benefitted with donor monies, land expansion, and social 
prestige from the labor, service, and value of slaves as property (Beckert & Stevens, 
2011). Slavery is interwoven in the history and success of Harvard and many of the early 
U.S. universities that would be built soon after Harvard (Wilder, 2013). Two years after 
Harvard opened, the first slave ship arrived in New England. The first instructor and 
headmaster of Harvard was also a slave owner, and documentation has led historians to 
believe that one of the very first slaves in the United States was forced to serve Harvard 
students (Wilder, 2013).  
The namesake and early leaders of Harvard were Christian puritans who were 
focused on the expansion of Christian conversion (Wilder, 2013). Nineteen years after 
Harvard University opened to white men, a small school named Indian College, built on 
Harvard land was opened to provide free education to 20 native-identified students. 
Indian College, and other schools that would open within the next few years, focused on 




identified students who were most successful were those seen as, “civilized, and in 
subjection to us” (Wilder, 2013, p. 27).  
As Harvard expanded, slavery allowed the school to obtain land, build new 
classrooms, and endowed the school with monies for further growth (Beckert & Stevens, 
2011; Wilder, 2013). Many of the early donors to Harvard earned their money through 
slavery, as traders, slave ship builders and owners, or as plantation owners (Beckert & 
Stevens, 2011). Harvard Law as it exists today was built when a prominent slave owner 
and trader bequeathed plantation land to Harvard after moving out of Massachusetts 
(Beckert & Stevens, 2011). Beckert and Stevens (2011) note that without land that was 
cultivated by slaves and owned due to slave trade money, there is little doubt that 
Harvard would be the influential school that it is today.  
In much the same way, as Anderson (2002) posits, views, values, and beliefs 
about African American/Black, Native American, and other marginalized groups were 
shaped by these early scholars graduating from Harvard and other universities. Students 
and faculty at Harvard and other universities designed studies, wrote books, and became 
leaders that testified to the inferiority of non-white individuals (Anderson, 2002). 
Graduates from these schools of thought went on to become legal and political leaders, 
educators, and scientists that would continue the ideals of white superiority through the 
generations. In turn, the limited number of People of Color afforded access to higher 
education during the next two centuries would bar the same individuals from 
representation in social and political leadership. 
After formal slavery became illegal, many African American/Black individuals 




were open only to white people, African American/Black communities opened schools, 
many of which are still standing and known as Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities (HBCUs) (Freemark, 2015). In 1809, laws changed and required that states 
using federal loan monies must provide higher education opportunities for their African 
American/Black citizens. To avoid integration, several southern states opened colleges 
that were for their African American/Black constituents (Freemark, 2015). Not until the 
1950s and 1960s were colleges and universities throughout the United States 
desegregated (Freemark, 2015). 
By 1916, very few African American/Black students were enrolled in public 
colleges, even in the 23 HBCUs in existence at the time, while white public colleges 
enrolled one-third of all white students currently enrolled in colleges (Anderson, 2002). 
Privately funded institutions were the predominant way in which African 
American/Black students were being educated; thus the United Negro College Fund was 
created in 1944 to help coordinate fundraising efforts (Anderson, 2002). Brown vs. Board 
of Education (1954) legally opened up admission for African American/Black students 
into white public colleges but racial discrimination in admissions policies, in academic 
experiences, and in social settings persisted.  
Although formal slavery and segregation lost traction in the law, they did not 
disappear from the minds of white voters and college administration. A set of standards 
that saw white as right became the dominant driving force for college admissions and 
views on intellectual abilities (Anderson, 2002). As Anderson (2002) asserts, 
“institutionalized racism was a matter of social practice and not a matter of law” which 




with the civil rights movement, laws and policies needed to be enacted to provide access 
to a college education. In 1965, affirmative action initiatives were funded to address the 
disparity of enrollment numbers for Students of Color in colleges and universities but not 
without constant criticism and backlash. These initiatives were originally designed for a 
select few Students of Color that colleges designated as high performing or possessing 
special talents (Anderson, 2002). Decades later, colleges and universities would begin to 
institutionally address, through initiatives and support programs, college access and 
retention for their increasing diverse student body. Through the 1990s affirmative action 
initiatives were overturned, state by state, claiming that these policies were underwritten 
by reverse discrimination against white students and were replaced by general laws that 
made it illegal to discriminate by, “race, sex, color, ethnicity or national origin” 
(Anderson, 2002, p. 16). 
In the 1960s, desegregated colleges and universities had to address something 
they had not in the past: a growing racially diverse student body. Looking at a period of 
40 years, Maher and Tetreault (2011) chronicle five development phases in the 
understanding of race and gender that institutions of higher education have experienced. 
To support this analysis, Maher and Tetreault (2011) present a summary of a new 
theoretical framework they refer to as “institutional phase theory” with a case study of 
University of Michigan (p. 283). Institutional phase theory addressed how institutions of 
higher education have evolved their perspectives and understanding of race and gender 
within the college framework.  
Maher and Tetreault (2011) discuss how the conversations around excellence and 




served as a coded word for privilege. The first phase, named the ‘White Male Academy,’ 
is the period following World War II where the G.I. bill increased the number of students 
in higher education, particularly white men as they were most likely to be allowed to 
serve and meet the requirements for the G.I. Bill. The University of Michigan was no 
different than most campuses during this post-war era with only one of the seventy 
people on the faculty identifying as a woman (p. 286).  
Phase two or ‘Affirmative action: ending policies of discrimination and becoming 
‘just like them,’’ describes the increase of white women and People of Color, both among 
the faculty and the student body, on campuses during the 1960s and 1970s with the Civil 
Rights and Women’s Movements gaining traction (Maher & Tetreault, 2011). Although 
new laws made sex discrimination illegal in hiring practices, the process of hiring new 
faculty remained behind closed doors and without much scrutiny by the institutions 
themselves. This phase also witnessed the notion that People of Color and white women 
who could culturally mimic the white men in leadership might find more opportunities. 
By 1971, women made up only 6.6% of the faculty, and salaries were approximately 64% 
of their male colleagues (p. 287).  
After a lawsuit was won by University of Michigan women faculty, new 
affirmative action plans were enacted. During the late 1970’s and 1980’s, Ethnic Studies, 
African American Studies and Women’s Studies departments began to emerge; Maher 
and Tetreault (2011) call this phase, ‘challenges to university norms and cultures’ (p. 
284) Along with added departments, new research methodologies and theories were 
developing. During this phase, women made up 16% of University of Michigan faculty 




conducted in the Ethnic Studies, African American Studies and Women’s Studies 
departments, the University of Michigan could no longer ignore the importance and 
contributions of their marginalized staff.  
The ‘Linking diversity and excellence as institutional mission’ phase refers to 
when institutions began to consider diversity as a value on their campuses (Maher & 
Tetreault, 2011). This phase included the idea that campuses and their cultures, not just 
individuals, needed to shift toward accepting diversity. Making direct links between 
diversity and excellence, University of Michigan enacted programs to help transform 
hiring, training, and promotion policy and process. In Maher and Tetreault’s (2011) fifth 
and final phase, ‘Shifting the focus from excellence and diversity to privilege and 
diversity’ is both a recognition and plea for campuses not only to celebrate campus 
diversity but also to find and eradicate structures that continue to privilege white and 
male cultures and persons.  
In today’s University of Michigan community, faculty continue to problematize 
what it means to be a diverse campus and how to define excellence. As one faculty 
member discussed, renowned Men of Color are working at the institution but Women of 
Color doing similar work are not equally revered. Maher and Tetreault (2011) conclude 
that by using institutional phase theory, change over time about race and gender on 
campuses can be observed. The authors offer hope that institutions can shift to being 
more equitable and just spaces, but also note the amount of work that is left to do.  
Whiteness in Higher Education 
In order to critically examine how colleges today continue the legacy of 




studies, and white supremacy is needed. It is essential to dismantle historical oppressive 
systems through exploring whiteness on college campuses so that institutions can be in 
line with human rights and provide equitable access to a college education and all the 
benefits that lie within. This section reviews literature that provides definitions of 
whiteness, a critique of institutions of higher education’s false doctrines on diversity and 
inclusion demonstrating that People of Color do not have the same experiences as their 
white counterparts, and how colleges can use an understanding of whiteness and critical 
whiteness studies to join the fight for racial justice. In addition, certain manifestations of 
whiteness are found in society and on college campuses that allow us to identify how 
white supremacy is sustained and this section discusses what literature says about 
microaggressions, spatial whiteness, appropriation, tokenism, neutrality/invisibility, 
white fragility, and inferiority narratives.  
Whiteness is summarized as societal and institutional power that privileges the 
members of the dominant racial group - white people - and limits access to that power for 
“racialized ‘others’” (Hikido & Murray, 2016, p. 391). Iverson (2007) offers another 
definition wherein whiteness provides absolute control over the cultural, economic and 
other societal standards to which all individuals must adhere.  Bush (2011) explains 
whiteness as systematic privileges given to dominant groups afforded by European 
expansion and colonizer supremacy. Through interactions, decisions, policy, programs, 
and practice, whiteness upholds the white experience as the true and authoritative ideal 
for which all others will strive but will find wanting.  This idea creates privileges and 
benefits for white people that are not available for People of Color (Malott, Paone, 




Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013) identify five main assumptions of whiteness: 
1) that white supremacy exists and is a founding value of U.S. society; 2) that racism is 
intertwined with everyday experience and tied to capitalism and material resources; 3) 
that racism affects white people in that it shields them from the effects of racism helping 
to sustain an unequalized system; 4) that racism is only one form of oppression and we 
act within a “matrix of domination;” and lastly, 5) that although other identities may 
place white individuals on various corners of the “matrix of domination,” white 
supremacy is always occurring and affecting interactions and decisions (p. 719).  
DiAngelo (2011) describes a specific feature of whiteness as white fragility, 
defined as the reaction to race-induced stress among white individuals. The author 
provides an outline of triggers for racially-induced stress, how white fragility is sustained, 
and identifiers of white fragility in practical settings. The importance of naming race-
induced stress is explained as showing how white fragility can disengage white people 
from discussing racial issues and hiding behind white privilege through the guise of 
emotional support. DiAngelo (2011) names several triggers that may invoke race-induced 
stress when white people’s understanding of race and racism is challenged.  
One example provided by DiAngelo (2011) is white people’s tendency to 
centralize their own feelings when being challenged on the fact that their actions are 
racist or realizing that a Person of Color does not want to share their expertise or 
experiences when asked by a white individual. The author provides recommendations to 
lessen the onset of white fragility, from increasing racial education efforts, focused on the 




a one-time event, to making race and racism everyday topics addressed in systematic 
ways.  
‘White women’s tears’ are a barrier to working toward racial justice (DiAngelo, 
2018, p. 131). DiAngelo (2018) shares multiple examples of how white women maintain 
their protected class utilizing emotions as reasoning. As DiAngelo explains, white 
women tears, particularly in multiracial groups, rather than demonstrating solidarity, 
creates barriers, redirects attention from initial issues, and re-centralizes white women’s 
experiences. Highlighting their womanness to circumvent accountability for their 
whiteness is a way that white women continue to maintain social constructs in which they 
can both play the victim and absolve themselves from playing the oppressor. 
Cabrera (2014b) describes how white fragility and self-victimization occur when 
white individuals fail to understand how white supremacy grants privileges and perceive 
discussions of racism as personal attacks. Possibly one of the reasons that white people 
feel attacked when challenged about racism is that it is often addressed in an overt way. 
White people do not experience covert microaggressions based solely on their race and 
unless they were specifically looking for racist incidents, they are oblivious to the various 
ways racism is embedded into the lives of People of Color. Cabrera, Watson, and 
Franklin (2016) concur with Castagno (2008) that in order to combat white disconnect 
with racism, a congruence must be reached with improving the lives of all humans and 
demonstrating how the system of racism negatively impacts all individuals. 
As described by Cabrera, Franklin, and Watson (2016), whiteness is the protected 
cover to naming the existence of systematic racism and limits the understanding that 




Color. A primary characteristic of whiteness is that it is invisible, often hidden without 
critical inspection and takes work and sacrifice to unveil its effects in daily life 
(Castagno, 2008; Dache-Gerbino & White, 2016; Hikido & Murray, 2016).  
Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013) and Dache-Gerbino and White (2016) posit 
that racism and whiteness are inherent in our society and on our college campuses. 
Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013) discuss how the effects of whiteness are often 
unseen and cause undue problems for all constituents. They are threaded within both 
academic and social structures, campus procedures such as disciplinary hearings, and 
campus symbols and artifacts.  In addition, students and staff bring teachings from their 
home communities, and the college is highly affected by systems working within the 
neighborhoods where the campus is located (Castagno, 2008). Without analyzing and 
dissecting where oppressive systems are occurring on and around campus, institutions of 
higher education cannot proclaim to be advocates of inclusiveness (Brunsma, Brown, & 
Placier, 2013). However, it is imperative not only to focus solely on institutionalized 
oppression but also to examine the dominant narrative holding those institutions in place 
(Aftab, 2017; Cabrera, Watson, & Franklin, 2016). As Castagno (2008) and Hurd (2008) 
discuss, without calling out whiteness inside institutions of higher education, campuses 
continue to sustain a system of racism and intrinsically educate our students on 
maintaining oppressive structures. 
Using a semi-structured interview methodology, Cabrera (2014b), garnered how 
12 white male identified college students defined and observed racism on campus.  
Cabrera identified four themes from the participants’ responses that related to racism and 




race, 3) white victimization/minority privilege, and 4) minimal change in racial views 
while in college. Most of the participants reported feeling that race was not an issue and 
those situations that were called out as racist could be construed as overreactions by 
sensitive People of Color. The while male students felt that they were often attacked for 
being white and that programs created to support the advancement of People of Color 
directly limited their own resources. Although they were aware of and some had 
participated in active programs and curriculum around race and race relations, these 
opportunities made very little difference in the participants’ thoughts and beliefs about 
race and racism.  
 Utilizing three main concepts of critical whiteness, Cabrera, Watson, and Franklin 
(2016) analyze the research on campus safety and inclusion. They use three concepts of 
critical whiteness: 1) epistemology of ignorance also known as colorblindness, 2) 
ontological expansiveness which critiques access to space, and 3), reinterpretation of 
notions of safety considering that discussions of race and racism with white people are 
not truly safe spaces for People of Color. The authors discuss the increase of white 
students in multicultural programming, while mentioning that when activities are 
described as exclusionary, these are usually based on white people’s discomfort with the 
events. Meaning that while space is being utilized for race-related activities that may be 
open to all campus constituents, white people feel particularly excluded and believe the 
programs are not for them. Cabrera, et. al. (2016) also describe how sororities and 
fraternities continue to be places of racial segregation which can make it easier for these 





Another challenge to inclusion and campus safety for Students of Color is 
language and actions of their white peers that reveal their obliviousness toward racism. 
These microaggressions are explained as normalized identity-based interactions that are 
demoralizing, hostile, or derogatory. The campus environment can also create an unsafe 
space through non-verbal communication. Cabrera, Watson, and Franklin (2016) point to 
offensive mascots and imagery used to encourage school spirit and pride. The authors 
argue that to begin to interact in anti-racist spaces, white people need to overcome racism 
and undo several habits of whiteness. White people must become uncomfortable with the 
results of colorblindness and push through being content with racialized status quo. The 
authors also suggest that white people need to challenge their own dissonance of being a 
‘good person’ while sustaining racism through being a white individual. Cabrera, 
Watson, and Franklin (2016) conclude that in order to begin to be anti-racist, campuses 
must engage in difficult conversations about race and be prepared for discomfort among 
white students as experiences of Students of Color are centered. Institutions should also 
be prepared for their own discomfort and continue to push through difficult decisions and 
changes that may seem to go against tradition but are placing them on the edge of anti-
racist action. 
With racism as the ‘normal order,’ policies are created to benefit the upholding of 
the system of whiteness and for the privilege of white individuals (Dixson & Rousseau, 
2006; Ladson-Billings, 2013). Whiteness as the norm means that practices of today have 
racist undertones embedded and those that seem innocuous can often have the worst 
effects for Students of Color. From top-performing grades, extracurricular activities and 




for worthiness of acceptance into the college and university system. Using policies within 
a color-blind mind frame only results in sustaining the status quo within these areas, 
highlighting the skills and strengths that most often privilege whiteness and white 
individuals (Dixson & Rousseau, 2006; Gillborn, 2013). 
Preventing white people from participating more actively leads to several 
behavioral and emotional barriers created by a racist society (Hikido & Murray, 2016; 
Malott, Paone, Schaefle, Cates, & Haizlip, 2015; Spanierman, Oh, Poteat, Hund, 
McClair, Beer, & Clarke, 2008). Distancing oneself from racism and privilege, shying 
away from conversations of race, and arguing away potentially discriminating 
interactions through a color-blind rationale are all ways in which white individuals, 
including those working at colleges, stay on the sidelines of addressing racialized power 
dynamics. Others are aware that racism exists and want to help make a difference but 
lack the knowledge and mentorship for action.   
Spatial whiteness  
Spatial whiteness, as defined by Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013), is how 
individuals order themselves into homogenous racial groups inside their neighborhoods, 
student organizations, and friendship circles. Cabrera (2014b) explains that distance 
between white individuals and their peers has lasting effects that sustain white 
supremacy. Staying isolated allows white individuals to ignore or refute claims of racial 
injustice by People of Color. Cabrera, Watson, and Franklin (2016) discuss how spatial 
whiteness can create as much of a barrier to providing an inclusive atmosphere as policy 
and blanket diversity statements that lack underlying action or critique. Brunsma, Brown, 




Franklin’s (2016) findings. White students, faculty, and staff continue to dominate 
college campus populations throughout the United States keeping white-centered 
traditions intact (Hikido & Murray, 2016). Building names and photos of past leadership 
and artwork on the walls are just a few ways that sustain white as the dominant narrative. 
Cabrera, Watson, and Franklin (2016) show that People of Color may not find themselves 
mirrored in campus artifacts, imagery, or traditions, making them feel like guests on 
campus rather than a part of the institution’s fabric.  
Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013) describe how natural segregation along 
racial lines is also a product of whiteness within our colleges. White individuals are 
rarely asked or pressured to intermingle or support groups organized by People of Color, 
but instead People of Color are invited and expected to join established white groups and 
spaces. The race-neutral idea that the campus is open to all sustains spatial whiteness as 
People of Color do not always feel welcomed or comfortable in certain locations on 
campus (Cabrera, Watson, & Franklin, 2016). 
Microaggressions and racialized language 
The importance of language and social cues and their role in sustaining racialized 
oppression is often overlooked when critiquing racism within an institution. 
Microaggressions, which appear regularly on both interpersonal and community cultural 
levels, create an environment that is hostile and unwelcoming to many based on race and 
other marginalized populations. As Mena and Vaccaro (2017) describe microaggressions 
as seen in practical ways through conversation, comments, and behaviors, such as 
bringing one’s purse or backpack in closer when a Person of Color is approaching. 




institution that demonstrate a racial hierarchy. Examples of community cultural 
microaggressions can include mascots or absence of People of Color in leadership, and 
traditions and other institutionalized histories such as building names and mascots where 
People of Color are missing or providing remembrance to blatant racism and a colonized 
legacy (Mena & Vaccaro, 2017).  
Utilizing an ethnographic methodology, Mena and Vaccaro (2017) sought to 
discover how microaggressions were being experienced by faculty and staff identifying 
as Women of Color. They used a critical ethnographic lens that seeks to expose what is 
happening but also what could exist with changed social and cultural structures. Through 
interviews and group observations, Mena and Vacaro (2017) found five major themes of 
microaggressions. Environmental microaggressions included campus invisibility where 
participants described what it was like to be the only one or one of the few People of 
Color on their campus and their departments. Participants reasoned the lack of 
representation as related to historical oppression and exclusion, and discriminatory hiring 
and promotion practices. For example, one participant discussed the lack of camaraderie 
they found when working at predominantly white institutions compared to when they 
were employed at a historically Black college. Professional and community invisibility 
represented the second and third themes unearthed by Mena and Vaccaro (2017), which 
extended the feeling of being the only one identifying in their racial group on campus as 
well as in their professional networks, organizations, and neighborhoods.  
The participants in Mena and Vaccaro’s (2017) study experienced several 
microaggressions on the personal level both as a professional and in leadership 




were often excluded or trampled on by others. One participant described that being talked 
over and being interrupted were common occurrences in department meetings. Another 
participant described that she was rarely asked for her expert input on a topic and 
described it as not being invited to the discussion even though she had the training and 
credentials to be there. Others expressed frustration of being ignored in casual 
interactions, from no one saying hello when passing in the hallways or not being invited 
to social events related to work.  
The Women of Color in Mena and Vaccaro’s (2017) study expressed a level of 
invisibility in their leadership capacities. Although they held executive or upper-
management titles, they did not receive the same respect or entitlements offered to others 
in similar positions. Participants described how they did not receive resources as needed 
and would be told that others would be using their space rather than being asked. Other 
participants felt that due to being Women of Color, they were passed by for leadership 
roles and had a difficult time obtaining management positions regardless of training and 
experience.   
Mena and Vaccaro (2017) recommended that as microaggressions may be 
experienced differently based on various racial and gendered groups, further study was 
needed for specific identity populations. Another recommendation was campuses 
consider their leadership pipeline, critiquing promotion by experience and credentials 
while also ensuring that those charged with hiring and promotions have multicultural 
competency training and be cognizant of bias.  Recommendations also included finding 




publicly announcing publications or a new initiative they created and also designing a 
mentoring program that brings efforts that forefronts Women of Color. 
Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solórzano (2009) built on an understanding of 
microaggressions on college campuses from earlier research they conducted with African 
American students. Their methodology included focus groups, allowing participants to 
understand that their experiences were shared, leading to a stronger case for the effects of 
microaggressions on underrepresented students. They analyzed their data utilizing a 
Critical Race Theory lens to understand what types of microaggressions were 
experienced and how the participants responded. The researchers found that 
microaggressions were present not only in student interactions, but also in interactions 
with professors, staff, and administration. Participants in the study reported an 
overarching theme of not feeling a part of the campus culture, that they were somehow 
observers of the higher learning experience, rather than contributors.  
Participants in Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solórzano’s (2009) study reported more 
covert interactions that created a different rule structure, “…when the professor explained 
that, as a rule, he did not arrange times to meet students beyond his regular office hours, 
he felt a little disappointed. His disappointment turned to astonishment on hearing the 
professor, just moments later, making just such an arrangement with a White student” (p. 
668). They also shared instances when racial slurs and jokes were used without critique 
or response from the campus administration. Racist jokes were a particularly useful tool 
for exclusion and acceptance. Similarly, Yosso et al., (2009) found that Latina and Latino 




by White students. Jokes and their role in the higher education experience represent an 
area that Yosso, et al. (2009) identified as a gap in the literature.  
The absence of Latina and Latino depictions, culture, and leaders throughout the 
campus adds to the feeling of alienation. Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solórzano (2009) 
labeled the lack of representation and cultural depictions as ‘cultural starvation,’ which 
resulted in underrepresented students having limited role-models in their faculty, not 
feeling represented in academic resources, and having limited images of themselves 
portrayed throughout the campus.  Each microaggression experienced was not lacking in 
context; for participants in Yosso et al.'s (2009) study, each backlash toward Latino and 
Latina students was weaved together as the reality of attending a school where these 
students embodied not only a racial minority but also an afterthought of the institution’s 
purpose as well as outsiders to the dominant college experience norms.  
In addition, Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solórzano (2009) mention microaggressions 
as leading to higher amounts of undue stress affecting students’ perception of their 
abilities, both inside and outside the classroom. Latina and Latino students, along with 
other students underrepresented in college, went through a completely different 
development pattern in order to sustain and reach the final goal of degree attainment than 
did their white counterparts. The findings of Yosso et al. (2009) require further study, as 
the authors did not discuss the development patterns in detail and further study in these 
development patterns and the pathways to success is needed for marginalized groups.  In 
addition, more research is needed that demonstrates changes in campus policies and 
programs that help underrepresented students in their academic and social environments 




Representation and tokenism 
Hurd (2008) expands the negative effects of stereotypical cultural programming 
without representation by addressing that certain types of cultural expression are 
‘allowed’ on college campuses while others are deemed inappropriate for the academic 
setting. Aftab (2017) points out that when examining different topics from a feminist 
perspective, one of able-bodiedness, or from a queer1 viewpoint, campus constituents can 
leave out racialized history or implications.  
Cabrera, Watson, and Franklin (2016) explore how tangible acts of racism are 
supported in the name of campus legacy and tradition. Mascot names stemming from a 
history of colonization that celebrate violence and cultural decimation are not only found 
on marketing materials and in the bookstore, but also many mascot characters come to 
life at important campus events, such as town halls, rallies, and sports activities. 
Unfortunately, mascots are often reminders of oppression, historical violence, and 
codification of culture for specific groups. Juxtapose the colleges’ intentions of school 
spirit, mascots can simply be parading reminders of colonization and the 
disenfranchisement of People of Color. 
White Women and Anti-Racism 
Utilizing a narrative inquiry approach, Robbins and Jones (2016) studied the 
tension experienced by white women enrolled in student affairs graduate programs who 
balanced their own racial identity development with the commitment to work within an 
anti-racist frame. Defined as racial dissonance, this tension was examined through the 
stories of 11 white women. Robbins and Jones (2016) found that participants manifested 
                                                
1
 For the purposes of the study and literature review, queer is used as an overarching term to be inclusive of variance in gender 




three main responses to dissonance: 1) denial or rejection, 2) desire to learn more, and 3) 
desire to become involved. The researchers also noticed that the participants invoked 
different strategies for dealing with these responses. Although the narratives revealed all 
three responses at some point, the second response, desire to learn more, occurred most 
often. Few responses focused on complete rejection of racial dissonance, but 
interestingly, even fewer fell into the action response thread. The results have important 
implications for this dissertation study; although the white women participants knew they 
needed to understand issues of race and racism more fully, they seemed less likely to turn 
that knowledge into action. The limited active responses identified by Robbins and Jones 
(2016) will be a key point of inquiry for this dissertation study. 
Even when white women want to take action, they may not recognize how they 
are marginalizing Women of Color in their everyday interactions. Accapadi (2007) used a 
case study approach to study how white women working within student affairs benefited 
from interactions with Women of Color and sustain their white privilege. Using a 
framework of intersectionality of race and gender, Accapadi (2007) problematizes the 
duality of being in an oppressed group (i.e. women) and an oppressor role (i.e. white 
racially identified) for white women. Accapadi (2007) notes that although women may 
share some commonalities, white women do not have the same experiences as Women of 
Color. For example, white women are often seen as pure and upheld as the cornerstone of 
virtue, while historically Women of Color have been marked with negative stereotypes.  
Under a patriarchal model dominated by white men, white women become a 
protected class. White women, their bodies, and their cultural actions are held up as the 




identity of being white and a woman a privileged standing, even in a society dominated 
by male culture. Accapadi (2007) states that the responsibility of those who identify with 
both oppressed and oppressor groups is to stay cognizant that one is often working under 
the culture of their dominant identities. This is to say that although white women 
experience discrimination as women, they are also sustaining a system of dominance to 
their own benefit as a white individual.  
The case study used by Accapadi (2007) involved a group of student affairs 
professionals discussing issues of retention for a particular racial group. When a Woman 
of Color discussed a lack of resources available from a particular department, a white 
woman who worked in said department became upset and stated she ‘felt attacked’.  The 
white woman, through tears, explained her credentials, her experiences working with 
communities comprised of individuals identifying as People of Color, and her 
department’s lack of funding for more programming. Although the Woman of Color did 
not express their concerns toward the white woman in particular, the white woman’s 
response was personalized. The remainder of the meeting was focused on addressing the 
white women’s concerns and the group abandoned the initial agenda item of retention.  
Using the Privileged Identity Exploration (PIE) Model, Accapadi (2007) dissects 
the white woman’s responses to the situation and analyzes how these responses allowed 
the white woman to uphold her white privilege. The PIE model identifies eight defensive 
reactions when someone is challenged to consider their social and political standing in 
society: denial, deflection, rationalization, intellectualization, principium, false envy, 
benevolence, and minimization. Accapadi (2007) describes four of the eight 




by claiming, “I do several diversity trainings,” which was an attempt to absolve herself 
from any racist claims and at the same time remove herself and her office from any 
challenges to their programs (Accapadi, 2007, p. 212).  
Rationalization occurred as the white woman stated that a lack of resources 
affected her office’s ability to do more in terms of retention. As false envy and 
benevolence work to remove the individual from power dynamics, Accapadi (2007) 
explains that the white woman demonstrated these characteristics when she shared that 
she had friends who identified as People of Color and volunteer in communities where 
the majority if individuals identify as People of Color. The white woman was attempting 
to show that she could not have ill will toward People of Color if she spent her time and 
efforts among these groups.  
Accapadi (2007) explains that as the attention shifts to the white woman, she is 
consoled and made to feel comfortable with her place in the conversation, while the 
Woman of Color is now seen as the cause of a conflict within the meeting. The white 
woman is taken off the hook for any wrongdoing and her department has deflected 
analysis of their programming efforts. The situation sustains the status quo without any 
critical reflection. Accapadi (2007) challenges educators and administrators to use the 
PIE model as self-evaluation of our own responses when conversations of identity arise, 
both for ourselves and our service communities. The author also suggests that to use a 
liberalist or color-blind approach, which attempts to view all issues without critical 
identity discussions, is a disservice to our schools and work. When we do not look 
critically at our work, white culture stays the dominant norm that dictates, “assessment of 




To conclude, Accapadi (2007) offers four recommendations for difficult 
conversations: 1) stay on task as white privilege can alter the direction of the 
conversation, 2) be clear about naming not only the emotions but the root causes of the 
emotions, 3) critique which behaviors are privileged in the space, such as crying, and 
which ones may be unwelcomed, and 4) challenging and ending racism is different than 
understanding race; white people need to meet within homogenous groups to challenge 
each other about white racism. 
In her book, Co-whites: How and why white women 'betrayed' the struggle for 
racial equality in the United States, Aniagolu (2011) reviews both historical and current 
ways in which white women sustain their privileged position. Aniagolu (2011) describes 
how white women have worked to gain power as women by utilizing their privilege as 
white individuals and left Communities of Color behind. She critiques white women-led 
feminist movements by pointing out areas that have often gone unaddressed in these 
spaces. Aniagolu (2011) notes that white women, while having to fight for power 
positions due to their gender, do not address how they have benefitted as members of the 
white race.  
In addition, white women spaces have not critiqued the historical access to 
politics, education, and socioeconomic status that their racial group has provided. While 
white women-led feminist movements have made plays for more power, and to become 
equal to men in sense of access, they have forgotten to address day to day privilege their 
white skin affords. Lastly, Aniagolu (2011) points out that white women have not had to 
live underneath multiple identities of oppression while their Women of Color 




enrollment of women has grown to outnumber men, yet the same cannot be said about 
other groups (i.e. People of Color) (Aniagolu, 2011). 
Robbins (2016) explored how white women are learning about racism and white 
privilege within their student affairs graduate programs.  Using two theoretical 
frameworks, resistance, as it applies to individuals with privileged identities as they 
navigate cultural differences, and the Privileged Identity Exploration (PIE) model, 
Robbins (2016) analyzed the interviews of 11 white women enrolled in various graduate 
student affairs programs. Robbins (2016) found 16 experiences through their graduate 
work that furthered their understanding of issues of racism and white privilege. Several of 
the experiences occurred within the curriculum and were targeted, such as courses with 
the stated outcomes of diversity and development theory. Other class-related experiences 
included time spent reflecting on one’s own identities and social justice activities. Other 
experiences included co-leading an alternative spring break and advising organizations 
for Students of Color. These experiences were categorized into two main types of 
learning opportunities: 1) ‘eye-opener,’ where participants reported experiences engaged 
them in issues of racism and white privilege for the first time, and 2) ‘hungry for 
knowledge,’ where experiences led to racial dissonance and a search for more 
information. With conflicting information about what they were learning about racism 
and white privilege in graduate school, participants questioned what they knew and 
challenged themselves to find out more. At least one instance of racial dissonance 
occurred for Robbins’ (2016) participants within their graduate program, however, many 




The findings by Robbins (2016) suggest that inconsistencies in racism and white 
privilege training within student affairs graduate programs remain and when these topics 
are discussed, they are limited and insufficient for integrating action-oriented steps into 
their work or personal lives. Robbins (2016) found that denial, minimization, and 
benevolence were all present in the participants’ interviews. Although they were 
exploring new ideas and learning about racism and white privilege, the participants 
continued to show defensiveness about their own participation in these social structures. 
According to Robbins (2016), the resistance to information presented around racism and 
white privilege, leads to microaggressions toward People of Color, recentering whiteness.  
Recommendations provided by Robbins (2016) for student affairs graduate 
programs included that educators look for opportunities to help students challenge their 
power and privileges. Next, Robbins (2016) recommends that graduate programs provide 
opportunities and develop the skills necessary to engage in intergroup dialogues between 
racial groups. Robbins (2016) also suggests that intragroup dialogue amongst white 
students should encourage white individuals to develop their understanding of issues of 
racism and white privilege without doing so at the expense of People of Color. The 
researcher’s final recommendation is that more research needs to be done on how white 
women are learning about racism and white privilege at various professional levels as 
well as throughout the undergraduate experience.  
Dalpra and Vianden (2017) interviewed eight white undergraduate college women 
to examine how this population may be understanding their gender and race identities and 
what it meant for them to live with an oppressed identity (woman) with a privilege 




with their white racial identity and that their gender identity was more pronounced or 
more salient for their self-views. The participants shared the difficulties they had in 
merging their racial and gender identities. Several participants expressed that they were 
not sure what it meant to be a white woman as an identity and could only describe 
themselves either as a white individual or a woman. Only one participant discussed using 
her experience as a woman to relate to many different types of people while her white 
racial identity provided privileges that could address oppression.   
Several implications were presented by Dalpra and Vianden (2017) for student 
affairs professionals in considering programmatic efforts that helped students develop a 
positive outlook for their oppressor identities. They encourage white women to seek out 
knowledge about People of Color and explore how white privilege benefits their 
everyday access and interactions. Other recommendations by Dalpra and Vianden (2017) 
include more opportunities for dialogue around intersecting identities and how to use 
identities for social justice goals.  
Using a narrative methodology, Linder (2011) interviewed seven Women of 
Color undergraduate students to examine their experiences with marginalization within 
the feminist activist movement. Participants reported a sense of isolation, often being 
asked to speak for their race during rallies or events by white women activists. The 
participants also shared examples where white women acted as the face and voice of 
feminism on their college campus and communities and not including Women of Color in 
organizing leadership. One participant shared an experience with a white woman activist 
who ignored blatant racist situations, leading the participant to understand that the white 




gender were at all times intertwined and they could not place race aside and focus solely 
on their gender, a privilege they believed their white woman counterparts to possess.  
Experiences for Linder’s (2011) participants were not isolated to their student 
peers but they received the message that white staff and faculty also did not see a place 
for their racialized identity. One participant reported that a white faculty member advised 
that the word ‘race’ be removed from a feminist advisory board’s mission statement 
because it was a construct and not a valid identity. Others experienced that their 
contributions to intersect issues of race, disability, and sexual orientation into discussions 
of feminist discourse were ignored or brushed aside.  
Linder (2011) provides several suggestions for white women based on the 
participants’ experiences. A couple of the recommendations were to be aware of 
privilege, be thoughtful about how racial privilege impacts self-access and exclusion of 
others, and continue to engage in conversations around oppression. Linder (2011) 
encourages white women and other allies to continuously educate themselves about 
issues affecting People of Color. White women should understand the importance of 
feeling included and validated and support Women of Color’s need for targeted social 
and professional groups. 
In her 2012 study, Case interviewed 17 white women, a mix of students, staff, and 
faculty, who were members of White Women Against Racism (WWAR). WWAR was a 
collaborative critical discussion group made up of white women from two campuses, 
with the focus on the development of anti-racist consciousness and strategies for 
challenging racism in their everyday lives. The majority of the participants identified 




institutionalized oppression. Participants believed that acknowledging responsibility in 
racism was the first step toward becoming an anti-racist activist. Case (2012) found that 
the white women in the study believed that racism affected their daily lives and felt 
inseparable from their privilege and responsibility to do something.  
Case (2012) described that the participants see anti-racism activism as a life-long 
process that goes beyond protests and legislative changes. They find ways to influence 
anti-racist ideology into their courses or job responsibilities, their interactions with 
others, primarily their families, and interrupting racist comments. However, Case (2012) 
found that the white women were not always engaged in anti-racist action and at times 
avoided it: “The participants’ reasons for remaining silent in the presence of racist 
comments and behaviors included avoiding disapproval, avoiding conflict, power 
differences, perceived ineffectiveness, and feeling exhausted” (p. 88). The commitment 
for the participants meant that they struggled with these feelings of inadequacies as Case 
(2012) found and were determined to learn from times they were not engaged and act 
differently the next time. Participation in a group such as WWAR helped the white 
women to examine where they had failed to act and approaches for next time.  
Reinforcements of Institutionalized Racism 
Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013) look deeply into the difficulties of educating 
and engaging white college students on topics of race and racism. With a critique of 
institutions of higher education and their ‘walls of whiteness’ that allow white individuals 
to avoid or ignore deeper discussions of racism, the researchers provide recommendations 
to dismantle these barriers (p. 717). They discuss three main barriers to deepen thought 




ideological walls.  
Spatial walls include the physical separation of white students from students or 
other racial groups, both in their hometowns and during their college experiences. The 
spatial concept acknowledges that white thought, culture, and prevalence are sustained 
through self-segregation and institutional structures. The recommendation to colleges and 
universities is often to expand their racial representation and inclusion through 
admissions policies and marketing efforts. The concern with this recommendation, 
according to Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013), is that offering structural support 
initiatives for marginalized populations or increasing the number of Students of Color 
does not directly address the racially privileged perspective of white students. 
Curricular walls address both the university’s formal and informal teachings on 
issues of race, not only through classes but also through types of programming, symbols, 
and campus policy. Formal curriculum can be altered to include perspectives and voices 
not readily present in the classroom. Other recommendations include formal education on 
how to critically examine culture, privilege, and power from a racialized lens. Ideological 
walls include color-blind thought and race neutrality that often affect policies and access 
to resources on college campuses. Keeping conversations of race and racism at the center 
of all institutional activity is one of the authors’ recommendations to address ideological 
walls (Brunsma, Brown, and Placier, 2013).  
Cabrera (2014b) positions the lack of scholarly research and writing on white 
individuals’ contributions to and actions against racism as a large barrier to 
institutionalized racism. His 2014 study aimed to expose how white male students were 




experiences. Twelve white male undergraduate college students at a large Western 
research institution were surveyed and interviewed by the researcher. Cabrera (2014b) 
identifies four major themes related to whiteness: 1) defining racism as an individualized 
issue rather than a systematic one, 2) avoiding or downplaying effects of racism, 3) 
claiming white as victims within current discourse on racism, and 4) limited evolution of 
thought around racism within college experience. Participants described racism as 
deeming some people as inferior based on their appearance and relegating these opinions 
to racist extremists such as the KKK. Some participants believed that to be racist was an 
intention owned by an individual and that white people could also be targets of racism. 
Out of the 12, only one respondent mentioned that history and racial categorization 
interplayed with contemporary racism.  
In Cabrera’s (2014b) study, several respondents believed that most claims of 
racism were invalid, stating that job attainment, college access, and career success related 
to performance and merit. Respondents pointed to educational and economic disparity  - 
but not racism - as creating barriers. One respondent stated that People of Color had a 
lack of interest in upward mobility. Several of the participants expressed that hard work 
creates opportunity and was the reason that some people had a college education, higher 
paying jobs, and more resources. Many of the respondents shared their concerns that they 
were being attacked for being white and that racialized policies such as affirmative action 
were ‘reverse discrimination.’ They expressed frustration that they were being actively 
excluded from multiculturalist priorities of the campus.  
The last of Cabrera’s (2014b) themes of limited change of perspective on racism 




of Color and discussed that their views on race and racism had only changed moderately 
while in college. If the white male participants in the study are representative of their 
peers at large, questions arise as to how white males are learning about racism and how 
these perspectives of white victimization are the effects of racism as well as the 
responsibility of racist institutions and interactions. The respondents’ points become 
particularly concerning when considering that many of these white males will become 
leaders in their places of business, homes, and institutions of government, education, and 
economics. 
Citing specific discourses in well-intentioned diversity statements, Iverson (2007) 
found that instead of creating an inclusive campus, these statements and their outcomes 
managed to marginalize People of Color even further. The policies and programs that 
stem from diversity statements often reinforce a neutral perspective in inclusive language, 
rather than addressing oppressive environments within the campus community (Cabrera, 
Watson, & Franklin, 2016; Dowling, Johnson, & Krabill, 2016). As Iverson (2007) states, 
it is important to call into question who writes the diversity statements and to point out 
that those consulted also uphold a white supremacist viewpoint.  
Unfortunately, simply declaring the campus to be diverse and inclusive does not 
equate to making changes that revolutionize oppressive environments. A white individual 
may struggle with emotional costs, such as uncertainty when placed in a multiracial 
community but they will not have their opinions or fears questioned based on race alone 
(Spanierman et al., 2008). In one example, the availability of Ethnic Studies departments 
demonstrates a campus commitment to engage in dialogue and critique of how race 




overburdened by large course loads and advisee populations (Vo, 2012). Administration 
and staff have used diversity terminology to hide that they are not prepared or trained to 
address the talents and needs of a multiracial population (Rodríguez, 2017).  
White faculty and researchers are disproportionately high, even in areas of racial 
education and development within the U.S. People of Color and their histories have not 
had the privilege of being centered in or in control of scholarly work, resulting in course 
material that sustains the white voice as the predominant authority (Dowling, Johnson, & 
Krabill, 2016). Furthermore, white academics also shy away from extracurricular 
responsibilities having to do with race, culture, or racism, leaving heavier responsibilities 
for their colleagues identified as People of Color (Vo, 2012). This creates an environment 
that teaches about People of Color through a white lens but does not require that white 
individuals be a part of the race discourse. 
Recently, Delgado (2017) points out that having groups that focus on the 
development of white people, even if that is within the topics of race and racism, is 
damaging from a supremacy framework. The argument is well-taken: if white people 
continue to work within white groups, patting themselves on the back for passing around 
articles written by People of Color but doing little more with the information provided, 
they are not advancing anti-racism work any more than white people who avoid 
conversations of race altogether. 
Within the underlying work to uncover whiteness in our institutions, Malott, 
Paone, Schaefle, Cates, and Haizlip (2015) demonstrate that sustaining white supremacy 
within methodology and attempts at action is probable. Reviewing, analyzing, 




institutions is a process and an ongoing one. An additional challenge is the appropriation 
of activism within itself. Malott, et al. (2015) interviewed ten white students, half of 
whom identified as women. The authors examined the common characteristics of white 
individuals who self-identified as anti-racist.   
Malott, Paone, Schaefle, Cates, and Haizlip (2015) identify several primary 
themes, “(a) Whiteness as oppressive, (b) reconstructing White identity, (c) antiracism as 
essential to a positive self-concept, (d) WRID [white racial identity development] as 
ongoing and nonlinear, (e) struggles to make lifestyle decisions that honor antiracist 
beliefs, and (f) struggles with relationships” (p. 336). The first theme was identified as 
participants expressed the challenge they had with their own racialized identity 
development in light of anti-racism. They understood the meaning of whiteness and 
worried that focusing on their own development would decenter the oppressive nature of 
racism. As they were developing their white identities, they separated being white from 
their social and political views, often moving away from white as their main identity 
referring to their intersectional experiences rather than being a member of the white 
racialized group. For many of the participants, identifying as an anti-racist activist 
allowed for a positive self-perception, as one participant described, “gives me a positive 
way of being White in the world” (p. 337).  
The authors summarize that participating in anti-racism efforts acts as a perceived 
redemption for being white. Malott, Paone, Schaefle, Cates, and Haizlip’s (2015) 
participants describe that their white racial identity development is a lifelong process and 
they were willing to expand their consciousness as they experienced new events and 




and moving forward but that they expected to have setbacks such as colluding or failing 
to address a racist incident. The participants described difficulties they had in living a life 
that could be completely representative of their anti-racist values. They often found 
themselves working or living in environments that were not conducive to anti-racism 
such as segregated neighborhoods or workplaces that sustained hierarchies. Relationships 
were a challenge addressed by participants in the study. Students reported that they were 
challenged to find other white friends that were as invested in living as an anti-racist 
activist and were willing to engage in regular dialogue. They also stated that relationships 
with Peers of Color could be plagued with mistrust of intentions as an anti-racist activist.  
One of the findings of Malott, Paone, Schaefle, Cates, and Haizlip’s (2015) study 
was that white students struggled with a fine line of trying to dismantle racism while 
being cognizant of their racial privilege and power. The white anti-racist activists 
interviewed understood that they could never be completely removed from a racist 
environment although several attempted to create surroundings that mirrored their own 
beliefs and values around ending racism. Although not specifically addressed by the 
authors, several aspects of whiteness could be unearthed from the themes in this study. In 
many ways, the participants’ views of their work as anti-racist activists as a way to 
distance themselves from or undo the work of whiteness is problematic. The students’ 
focus on anti-racism work as an antidote for whiteness could be a form of interest 
convergence, benefitting the white individuals without dismantling white supremacy. It 
seemed that many of the participants were more interested in creating anti-racist pockets 
where they felt safe and appreciated for their anti-racist work rather than challenging 




Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013) remind us that the support of groups led by 
People of Color on campus and community deserve the time and attention from staff and 
faculty regardless of their identity. An example is an activity director who claims to want 
to diversify attendance at their own events but who then never shown up for the Black 
Student Association activities; this kind of practice only perpetuates the notion of 
Students of Color as a commodity. 
In their introduction to an edition of the journal Race Ethnicity and Education, 
Tate and Bagguely (2017) summarize issues of whiteness and action on college campuses 
throughout the world. They highlight facts that racism continues to envelop college 
campuses and that campus faculty and administration are predominantly white. Providing 
an overview of a series of events meant to engage campus constituents in UK colleges, 
Tate and Bagguely (2017) discuss the continuation of diversity-related events to 
demonstrate the campus’ desire to express “there is no racism here” (p. 291); however, 
representation of faculty and Staff of Color and pay rates remain unequal. They also 
discuss the disparity in enrollment numbers, degree level attainment, and career 
advancement within academia between Students of Color and their white counterparts. 
Students of Color report that underrepresentation, unchecked institutionalized racism on 
campus, and a curriculum that predominantly focuses on European and white American 
traditions as reasons for dissatisfaction with campus experience.  
Tate and Bagguely (2017) state that whiteness upholds discrepant experiences and 
benefits and sustains institutionalized racism. They define whiteness as a process that 
privileges certain groups with entitlements. They provide examples of privileged 




a ‘post-racism’ era, and that anyone regardless of racial identity has access to power and 
benefits. They posit that whiteness has gone unchecked in universities and in fact, is 
rarely addressed. Leaving whiteness invisible and denying power provided to white 
individuals is the reason that anti-racism efforts continue to fail.  
To leave the reader with a sense of hope, Tate and Bagguely (2017) note that 
recognizing the failure of anti-racism work on college campuses including diversity 
initiatives is the beginning of moving toward a more just experience. They honor the fact 
that there cannot be a checklist approach to anti-racism, that there is no ‘one size-fits-all’ 
model that will work in every institution. Although institutions have made efforts to 
demonstrate a concern for diversity, and degree and career attainment, they have not 
made large strides in being anti-racist due to an inability to acknowledge the legacy of 
whiteness within their campuses.  Whiteness is persistent in history, traditions, politics, 
economy, and culture. If campuses remain ignorant of the pervasiveness of whiteness or 
acknowledge its presence without making any changes, they codify the cycle of 
racialized oppression both within and outside their campus walls.  
Tate and Bagguely (2017) make a call to action that moves institutions from 
thinking about racial justice as equality and diversity to an ideal of ‘decolonizing’ our 
campuses (p. 296). To begin, Tate and Bagguely (2017) recommend starting with a frame 
of mind that looks at differences rather than inferiority. This is a critical step as academia 
is full of hierarchical processes and ideals, whether that is in accepting certain skills as 
desired or viewing the products of some departments as more valuable. When applying 
this approach to individuals, campuses can move away from a deficit model of thinking, 




Next, campuses must begin to decolonize knowledge, from curriculum, classroom 
interactions, and co-curricular programming. It is critical that staff and faculty critique 
how the university uses the value of ‘diversity’ to cover-up white-centered curriculum 
and the appropriation and tokenizing of other cultures through campus tradition and 
policy. It is disingenuous to create an Ethnic Studies department to demonstrate a 
commitment to diversity but then not to provide any decision-making authority or 
resources to the department’s administration and faculty. In their final recommendation, 
Tate and Bagguely (2017) state that institutions cannot stop having these conversations. 
Whiteness and racism prevail when critical discussion and action are halted in the name 
of progress. 
In her book, On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life, 
Ahmed (2012) argues how diversity work intersects with institutional racism based on 
several interviews with diversity officers in higher education. Ahmed’s (2012) main 
premise is that although diversity is a key term used on college campuses, those charged 
with diversity work encounter many challenges and barriers to meeting their expected 
goals. By exploring diversity initiatives, Ahmed unearths several ways in which higher 
education sustains whiteness. Campuses will promote ‘anti-racism’ initiatives and plans; 
however, these result more often in developing a positive white racial identity than 
dismantling racism. Furthermore, the term ‘diversity’ in diversity initiatives and 
discourse represents little more than advancing the institution’s goals of excellence which 
serve to sustain the status quo.  
Instead, Ahmed (2012) offers two expanded definitions of diversity and its work: 




decisions made when fighting against barriers placed by the institution when working 
outside the bounds of campus norms. For Ahmed (2012), the work of diversity and anti-
racism is not only about addressing embedded discrimination and upholding cultural 
differences but instead, embodies the sacrifice one makes to create change while using 
networks and resources external to the systematic and historical walls of campus 
structures.  
Harper and Yeung (2013) add to the research on campus climate studies that aim 
to recognize and understand how diversity helps improve the student experience. Their 
background and summary of the scholarly literature reveal the positive outcomes of 
hosting a racially diverse student population, finding that skills in critical thinking and 
leadership have been enhanced in diverse campuses. The authors demonstrate how inter-
racial interaction and communication influence students’ development around 
appreciation for diverse perspectives. Through a theoretical framework of contact theory, 
which is the idea that prejudice may be reduced when a person can interact regularly with 
people who have different identities or beliefs, Harper and Yeung (2013) analyzed the 
Campus Life in America Student Survey (CLASS) findings for University of California, 
Los Angeles students.  
Using longitudinal data to assess pre-college and college beliefs and development, 
Harper and Yeung (2013) found that students were open to diverse perspectives when 
entering college; however, the extent to how students defined ‘diversity’ was unknown.  
The authors also noted that white students were more likely to have a racially 
homogenous group of friends in their first year of college (73% - one of the highest 




(55% in their junior year). Harper and Yeung (2013) also discovered that the location of 
interracial interactions shifted as the students moved through their college experience, 
occurring more often in common locations such as residence halls and dining halls in 
their first year compared to places including classrooms and organizations in their ladder 
years of college.  
Most relevant for this study are Harper and Yeung’s (2013) findings of students’ 
perceptions of diversity based on their understanding of the campus commitment to a 
racially heterogeneous population. White students who believed their campus was 
spending too much time on diversity were less open to learning about varying 
perspectives. In addition, where formalized networks such as mentoring and racial or 
faith-based groups helped Students of Color with openness, white students seemed more 
influenced by informal social connections. It is possible that the social aspect may 
downplay underlying issues of racism, oppression, and privilege, providing the white 
individual an opportunity to walk away with a positive experience without making any 
strides toward stronger interracial dialogue or understanding of racial difference.  
Choi-Pearson, Castillo, and Maples (2004) surveyed a total of 103 student affairs 
professionals to find the impact of race, gender, diversity training, and intergroup contact 
had on racial prejudice. Participants reported a range of ages, racial identities, and 
genders; however participants were predominantly white (79%) and female (76%). The 
researchers found that for their participants, intergroup contact and gender did not seem 
to have a direct correlation to a reduction in racial prejudice. What Choi-Pearson, 
Castillo, and Maples (2004) discovered was that white people had higher levels of racial 




counterparts. They concluded that diversity training did help address racial prejudice and 
particularly discussed the importance of white student affairs professionals attending 
trainings and workshops focused on these areas. 
Critical Anti-Racism in the Academy 
Anti-racism is characterized by Malott, Paone, Schaefle, Cates, and Haizlip 
(2015) as efforts to end racism through tangible actions that include interrupting racist 
incidents such as racist jokes, writing about or publicly addressing anti-racism, taking 
legal action to change racist laws and policies, or participating in rallies against racism. 
The authors and research in this section consider what critical anti-racism may look like 
in an educational setting and provide examples of anti-racism efforts. O’Brien (2011) 
explains anti-racism as committing to dismantling racism through reflection and practice. 
As Hikido and Murray (2016) claim, universities need more guidance on how to 
not only educate students about racism but also to identify and address the institutions’ 
structures that sustain racial oppression. They posit that education must focus on white 
individuals within the academy who have been able to ignore, avoid, hide, and 
reappropriate race as it benefits them. Aftab (2017) and Spanierman, Oh, Poteat, Hund, 
McClair, Beer, and Clarke (2008) discuss the importance for white individuals to reflect 
on and develop their knowledge of racism and efforts within anti-racism work. Reading, 
reflecting, and staying knowledgeable about the latest work on ally-ship may help 
address overt racist actions and keep racism as a negative connotation altogether; 
however they do nothing to push against supremacy, whiteness, and covert racism that is 
rarely seen or addressed. Delgado (2017) notes that activism is about sacrificing for a 




 According to Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013), white students often arrive at 
college without being challenged or reflecting on their own white race. White students 
begin college with a race-neutral view of their involvement in society and in their 
communities. They often are ignorant of the invisible nature of whiteness, may dissociate 
from racism, and/or consider everyday oppression as a thing of the past. Cabrera, 
Watson, and Franklin (2016) suggest that campuses have conversations about race and 
racism that incorporate themes of individual self-reflection as a member of a dominant 
group, characteristics of whiteness, and calls to action. In addition, Cabrera, Watson, and 
Franklin (2016) ask that campus leaders consider how shared learning spaces about race 
and racism are structured as Students of Color have reported feeling disproportionately 
burdened to be experts about race and racism or feel attacked or triggered in diversity 
discussions.  
Teel (2014) states that institutions dedicated to truly revolutionizing their 
campuses will analyze and thread issues of race and racism into all disciplines. Hikido 
and Murray (2016) warn that understanding and preparing for backlash is also essential 
so that the institution remains unwavering in its commitment to unveiling where racism 
and whiteness occur, even within diversity programs and curriculum. Iverson (2007) 
argues that in order to uphold the values promoted in diversity statements, campuses must 
consider how stories and narratives from People of Color are adopted into decision-
making processes.  It must also be about listening to People of Color when critique is 
made on policies and programs rather than hiding under a race-neutral guise. Hikido and 
Murray (2016) suggest that diversity statements must include action items such as 




Dache-Gerbino and White (2016) look into the response to student protest and 
how the reactions of administration can demonstrate how a campus might neutralize 
situations and create barriers for listening and change. Protestors are many times 
described as creating problems or limiting access to others receiving an education. 
However, often the mantra of many protests is that there is already an inherent limit to 
access to education systemized within the campus structure. Another way to examine 
whiteness in higher education is to review the response and discipline procedures 
involving student protestors.   
 Dowling, Johnson, and Krabill (2016) posit that administrators do not have to 
wait for issues to elevate to protests and instead should begin to listen to and be open to 
concerns and questions raised by Students of Color on campus.  Cabrera, Watson, and 
Franklin (2016) explain that publicly addressing complaints and concerns of hatred and 
violent acts toward People of Color and their spaces on campus and in the community 
should be the first response, rather than relying on neutral policy and process that benefits 
a white narrative. Addressing appropriation within programs, traditions, and mottos is 
another way in which campus leaders can begin to dismantle whiteness. Teel (2014) 
suggests that instead of appropriating culture, there is a need to re-appropriate praise and 
acknowledgment of both the contributions and sacrifices made by People of Color.  
Decision makers can analyze the traditional way of doing things and begin to 
identify where whiteness is sustained. Iverson (2007) provides a series of questions that 
can use a whiteness frame to highlight how power and privilege are threaded into our 
work and remove the race-neutral stance often utilized.  Questions include: who does this 




policies provide a start to the examination of institutionalized racism on campus. The 
same questions can be asked of program and project developers with a perspective to find 
ways to make whiteness visible in their planning and execution.   
As it is not always clear how to participate in action and activism against racism 
on campus, reaching out to community-based organizers could provide a start 
(Spanierman et al., 2008). Dowling, Johnson, and Krabill (2016) demonstrate a strong 
example of connecting curriculum with extracurricular and social activities and 
community organizing. Developing an interdisciplinary course focused on racism, 
policing, and non-governmental organizations, Dowling, Johnson, and Krabill’s course 
helped students to engage in learning about current events that tied race, law and policy, 
media, and action.  
Summary 
This review of the literature has demonstrated a legacy of racism embedded 
within institutions of higher education in the United States of America. From funding, 
land expansion, and prestige of knowledge created within their walls, colleges and 
universities would not be a major pillar of society without the enslavement of African 
peoples and re-education philosophies of early colonizers. The literature demonstrates 
how racism moved from overt realities to more covert ways in which white supremacy 
was interwoven into policies, resources, and representation. According to the literature, 
while laws may have shifted, People of Color have still not been given equal rights, 
privileges or access within our college systems. More research is needed to understand 
how policies, traditions, and historical legacy impact the decisions and culture developed 




In Whiteness in Higher Education, researchers discuss the face of whiteness as it 
is seen on college and university campuses. With ideals that are rooted in white 
supremacy, the literature shows that People of Color do not receive the same experience 
as white people on campuses. The literature discusses that even when attempts have been 
made to increase student enrollment or the number of staff and faculty identifying as 
People of Color, representation remains unequal. A majority of the literature focuses on 
students and the effects supremacy has on campus culture as experienced by the study 
body. More research is required in how these cultures are maintained by and affect 
faculty and staff who are less transitional than student members and, in several cases, 
have more authority to impact change. This is an area that is explored in this present 
study.  
It is clear from the research examined that whiteness shows up in many areas of a 
campus experience. From admissions and hiring practices, to representation in leadership, 
pictures, and imagery, to the spatial structure of the campus, and to the erasure of race 
within critical discussions of organization and programmatic efforts, racism and 
whiteness are breathing entities of the institution.  In addition, research on racism-related 
theories for institutions of higher education needs to catch up to other fields. Just as the 
practice of law has Critical Race Theory, the practice of education could use theories that 
delve into the effects of our campus experiences - from the law, to politics, to social 
leadership. Institutions of higher education would benefit from an overarching theory that 
provides a scaffolding to critique racism within each component of the campus. 
In White Women in Higher Education, the literature demonstrates ways that white 




lessons they have learned from being a part of an oppressed group (women) and applying 
them to other constituents on campus. Furthermore, white women who are sensitive to 
issues of race and racism, often are not prepared or are unwilling to take critique of how 
their white privilege is intersecting with their social and professional interactions. The 
participants in this study will have the opportunity to delve more thoroughly into this 
point and reflect on how they critique whiteness in their institution and in their own work. 
In addition, the literature highlights white women as a protected class, where they can act 
victim due to their gender and are not responsible for racism. Very few studies 
specifically address white women staff and faculty and their efforts to address racism in 
their everyday and at the institutional level. While the literature examines ways in which 
white women collude and benefit within a racist campus structure, more investigation is 
needed into how white women can act as true co-conspirators in the fight to dismantle 
racialized systems on their campuses.   
The literature points to several challenges to and reinforcements in eradicating 
institutional racism within the higher education system. The first challenge is how 
isolated a college campus can be within its walls, both structurally and socially. Faculty 
and students have brief engagements and interdisciplinary-focused departments are rare. 
Research and resource centers dedicated to a particular group, such as African 
American/Black student centers, are not often centralized and white students and staff are 
not expected to engage with the resources provided by these offices. 
Another challenge to addressing institutionalized racism is that whiteness is 
embedded into the fabric of the campus without much reflection by administrators or in 




necessarily believe that racism exists on an institutional level, demonstrating much more 
work needs to be done. Even when opportunities for diversity training and intercultural 
dialogue exist, white people are less likely to participate than People of Color. 
There is limited research in the area of critical anti-racism at the college level. 
However, studies discussed in this literature review show that work is being done, by 
People of Color and white constituents. Much of the work done by white people to help 
address racism is interaction-based – meaning a white person may stop or critique a racist 
joke made by someone else. Much of the literature provides recommendations for people 
interested in engaging in anti-racist work, including staying knowledgeable about issues 
of race and racism and being prepared to sacrifice. Anti-racism work is not a one-step 
process, but one that requires daily engagement and action. Those interested in anti-
racism work also have to be prepared for critique, particularly white individuals who are 
at all times benefitting from the oppressive system they attempt to address.  
Other recommendations for institutions of higher education include reexamining 
all facets of campus life, including diversity statements, policy and implementation, 
programmatic efforts, and budgeting through a lens that is focused on finding areas where 
racism and whiteness exist. The literature provides an overview of how campuses can 
review their efforts to identify and change racism within their campuses. More research is 
needed on how these efforts occur, their outcomes, and who is charging the call. Other 
areas of interest include an analysis of who is not participating in these efforts and an 
examination of why institutions have not changed even when areas of racism and 





CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
This qualitative study utilized a feminist phenomenology, based on the 
understanding that meaning can be interpreted from people's’ reflections and experiences 
as found in conversations, dialogue, and representations of culture while critiquing 
gendered and racialized systems and responsibilities (Bhattacharya, 2017). In order to 
gain a better understanding of how white women faculty and staff understand their 
learning of and engagement in anti-oppressive activism within the structures, procedures, 
and culture of institutions of higher education, this study used methodology that 
examined how participants find meaning in their lived experiences and critique power 
structures within their institutions. I used conversation-style interviews as data capture 
methods. The conversation approach allowed participants, including the interviewer, to 
bring their own learning and experiences into the discussion.  
Restatement of the Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to understand how white women identified faculty 
and staff are engaging in anti-racism action and what they believe to be their 
responsibility in ending racism throughout their experiences on the college campus. In 
addition, the study examined how white women identified faculty and staff are 
negotiating their racial privilege to disrupt or sustain white supremacy on their college 
campuses.  
Research Questions 
The semi-structured interview approach of this study allowed the researcher to 
form specific interview questions to move along the discussions, while the conversational 




discussion as the interviews progressed. The researcher brought prepared interview 
questions to guide the conversation.  These questions were developed through reflection 
on how best to answer the overarching research question and sub-questions: 
1. How do white women faculty and staff committed to racial justice 
negotiate their privilege in ways that both disrupt and sustain racial 
injustice on their campuses? 
■ How do white women faculty and staff describe their motivations 
to address racism on campus? 
■ How do white women faculty and staff reflect on, describe, and 
critique their responsibility to address racism on campus? 
■ How do white women faculty and staff describe the challenges to 
staying active in racial justice work? 
Upon reflection of the overarching research questions and the three sub-questions 
for this study, thematic questions were designed. Table 1 is organized by research 
question themes and samples of related interview questions. Additional questions were 
asked of each participant in order to gauge the level of understanding and shared 
language related to the topics of this study. An exhaustive list of interview questions can 
be found in Appendix A, sorted by topic of conversation. Interview questions reflected 







Research Questions and Related Interview Questions 
Focus of Research Question Sample Interview Questions 
Negotiations of privilege 
 
How do you hold yourself accountable to the racial 
justice movement? What are ways in which you are 
contributing to an exclusive campus? Do white 
women have special responsibilities when it comes 
to anti-racism work? 
 
Motivation to address racism on 
campus 
When did you begin recognizing your own 
responsibility in racism? How did anti-racism 
become a focus for your work? Can you discuss 
where you learned about issues of racism? Can you 
discuss examples of how you have challenged your 
own racist thinking? 
 
Responsibility to address racism 
on campus 
How do you describe anti-racism efforts at a 
localized level? How about at the institutionalized 
level? How do you participate in anti-racism work? 
How do you work to stop racist situations or 
policies? Do white women have special 





Challenges to ongoing racial 
justice work 
Can you discuss models of anti-racism work on your 
college campus? Do you believe your campus 
supports the ideals of anti-racism? When is it 
difficult to uphold an anti-racist perspective or 
action on your campus? What are the challenges to 
working against racism on your campus? Are these 
different for white women compared to other 
groups? What would a racially just campus look 
like? How would your department and your work 
contribute? What stands in the way of making ideals 
of a racial justice campus a reality? 
 
Research Design 
 Feminist phenomenology allowed the researcher to find meaning in and answer 
the research questions through exploring participants’ backgrounds and histories, 
understanding and interactions of the campus culture, and interpretations of anti-racism 
efforts (Bhattacharya, 2017). In addition, these experiences were captured and analyzed 
with a critique of race and gender as both racialized and as intersectional.  The data 
collection method of conversation-style interviews was chosen in order to allow for an 
organic collection of experiences, thoughts, limitations, and challenges that participants 
live through while developing both a sense of self and of action within the constraints of 
their campuses and communities (Smith, 1999). The feminist focus provided the 




actionable methods that can work to change the social structures and access 
(Bhattacharya, 2017). 
According to Bird (2012), feminist methodologies have several aims. The first is 
to center experiences and voices of women and gendered oppressed peoples. Doucet and 
Mauthner (2006) expand that feminist methodologies are not only focused on women’s 
experiences but the research is designed to be read and used by a female-identified 
audience. Bird (2012) continues her outcomes of feminist methodologies to include the 
creation of social change for the betterment of those who have experienced limited 
resources and benefits and to recognize the positionality and impact of the researcher 
upon the data collection and analysis processes. A feminist lens mirrored the outcomes of 
this study which were to focus on the experiences of women within power structures who 
are engaging in larger efforts to bring down institutionalized racism. In addition, 
intersecting race and gender allowed the study to problematize white women as a 
protected class within a patriarchal and racist society (de Saxe, 2012).  
Interviews were used as the primary data collection method to delve more deeply 
into the past experiences and motivations that engaged participants in anti-racism efforts 
on their campuses. To honor both the knowledge and experiences of the participants as 
well as the impact of the research process and the researcher’s presence, a combination of 
semi-structured and conversational approaches were used. Recommendations by 
Anderson and Jack (1991) in their chapter entitled, Learning to Listen: Interview 
Techniques and Analyses, Bhattacharya's (2017)’s qualitative interview styles, and 
Freire’s (1970) theory of decolonizing conversation all influenced the conversation-style 




For Freire (1970), a conversation between people became an act of resistance 
when the shared reflection of experiences made an effort to consider societal effects on 
people’s lives and entry points for change of oppressive occurrences. In addition, a level 
of humility is needed in order to participate in what he called dialogues. For the 
participants and the researcher in this study to reflect not only on their racism on their 
campuses but also to engage in ideas of how they could be sustaining racism, humility is 
a requirement.  Anderson and Jack (1991) share the importance of a researcher being 
cognizant of humility in the research process, while Bhattacharya (2017) agrees that 
attempting to lessen the power dynamic that can be created in a research environment is 
essential for a less biased study. 
Research Site and Purposeful Sampling 
 The researcher used a snowball technique (Creswell, 2012) to find participants 
that self-identified as white women who were engaging in efforts to address racism on 
their college campus. The aim was to select participants whose anti-racist actions have 
been formalized through membership on a diversity or inclusion committee, as a 
facilitator for racially focused social justice training or workshops, as an advisor or 
member of racially-just organizations or clubs that predominantly serve People of Color 
on campus, or by being a leader or organizer in community activism for racial justice.  
Individuals in the researcher’s networks received the Call for Research Participants 
(Appendix B) and a request to share the study with friends and colleagues who may be 
interested, fit the characteristics for the study, and were able to meet the time 
requirements. As the study aimed to consider how white women campus constituents 




for participants to self-select for the project who share these identities. By consulting 
networks of colleagues and professional organizations, the researcher identified and 
invited several participants. 
 Seven individuals working in four-year universities who self-identify as white 
women faculty and staff committed to racial justice were selected. Participants were 
representative of different universities, departments, responsibilities, and backgrounds. 
The number of participants allowed for an overview of experiences from which to extract 
data without being overwhelming in terms of time and availability. Chosen participants 
were contacted and provided with an initial overview of the project, to confirm that they 
could meet all criteria and time requirements, and to complete and sign the consent to 
participant form (see Appendix C). Participants were provided the purpose of the study, 
along with the consent form. 
Data Collection Procedures 
 Permission was received by the University of San Francisco Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) on July 9, 2018, and after garnering consent by individual participants, the 
researcher began collecting data.  The interview sessions were conducted predominantly 
in person, with three participants meeting online using Zoom due to physical distance. 
Between three and six weeks were left in between each participant’s interviews to allow 
time for the researcher’s transcription and analysis as well as for the participant reflection 
on study topics within the college environment.  
Once participants were identified and dates, times, and locations were agreed 
upon, the first round of semi-structured conversational individual interviews were 




were preferred but some had to be scheduled utilizing a meeting online program, Zoom. 
Out of the seven participants, three required online meetings, while the remaining 
participants met with the researcher in person.  
The aim was to conduct two interviews per participant. The first interview acted 
as an overview, setting up standards and expectations of the study, and to provide a 
baseline of participants’ perceptions of anti-racism and their responsibility in racial 
justice. The objective of the second interview was to delve deeper into the subject matter 
and the participants’ actions and reactions of the participants and their community as it 
pertains to racist occurrences happening on the campuses. Recognizing that racial justice 
work does not have an ending point, the second interview provided a time of reflection 
about what is needed moving forward for the participant and their campus.   
During the first interview with each participant, the interviewer began by 
attempting to establish a trusting connection. The interviewer explained their own 
background and importance of the study to their professional life. The interviewer also 
shared their goals and challenges with working against racism within higher education. 
The interviewer hoped that participants would feel more comfortable sharing their own 
efforts and challenges after hearing the researcher’s positionality and purpose for the 
study. Being transparent about the use and privacy of information collected from 
participants was another method used to gain and keep trust throughout the study.  
In addition to personal background and transparency within research methods, the 
researcher provided a reminder of the purpose of the study, information on the logistics 
of the interview (the process, length of time, and the recording), and that the interview 




participant throughout the study. The researcher gained permission to audiotape and 
mentioned that they would be taking notes throughout the meeting. The researcher began 
each interaction with check-in questions to help the participant feel comfortable and 
present during the interview. A series of directed questions related to the topic and 
important for all participants to answer were asked before delving into thematic 
questions. In addition to the second set of guided questions, participants were asked if 
anything new since the last interview had occurred related to the topics of the study on 
their college campuses. Participants were given an opportunity to reflect on how the last 
interview impacted their experiences and thoughts about the study topics in their work 
and schooling environments.  
 For the interviews, the researcher began by asking a prepared question and then 
allow the participant to respond. The researcher would interject to ask the participant to 
go further into detail about specific experiences and would only move to another thematic 
question if the participant felt an area has been fully discussed. In the spirit of 
conversation, there were times when the researcher shared her own experiences as related 
to the topic in an effort to sustain trust as well as demonstrate that the researcher 
understood the participants’ perspectives. The interviews lasted approximately one hour 
each.  
Data Analysis 
A reflexive approach was used to inform the analysis (Doucet & Mauthner, 2006). 
The researcher recognized that data collection and analysis are part of a larger context of 
experiences and thoughts. As data were reviewed at each juncture, the researcher 




interpretation of said data. The researcher acknowledged that the interview process would 
have an impact on the participants’ views of their own work and workplaces, possibly 
altering information shared during the second interview and follow-up interactions. With 
time built in between the interviews, the hope was that the interview process would 
benefit the participants in their anti-racist work and provide more content for the second 
meeting.  
It was important to have a thorough understanding of how participants responses 
related to the study and research question. Several read-throughs of the interview 
transcripts were made during the analysis process. The goal of the transcript review 
process was to find common examples, phrases, and experiences related to the purpose 
and research question that could be used in discussion and analysis. After each interview, 
the recording was transcribed by a third-party transcription service, rev.com. Completed 
transcripts were reviewed by the researcher while listening to the original recording for 
corrections and accuracy. The transcripts were printed out and the researcher read-
through each transcription while highlighting words and phrases related to the main 
research question and three subquestions. To develop the introduction of each participant, 
the researcher made note of comments made about the participants’ background and their 
thoughts on their own white identity development and privilege After the initial read 
through of the transcripts, the highlighted areas were typed up under the research 
question and subquestions headings while reviewing the transcriptions a second time. 
Occasionally, notes were made while reading the transcripts from the first interviews for 




After the completion of interviews and compiling notes based on a review of the 
transcripts, a draft narrative and outline of notes were provided to each participant of 
their own interviews. The researcher created a narrative profile of each participant based 
upon the responses on background, identity, and roles during the interviews. These 
narratives included a description of each participant’s professional role within the higher 
education context, information on their development into understanding issues of racism, 
and their positionality in line with the study. The researcher used a member-checking 
technique to identify if the researcher was accurately summarizing the intention and ideas 
of the participants (Creswell, 2012). Participants were provided the narratives and notes 
and were asked to read through and provide any feedback or suggestions for clarification 
or removal. A few participants who used this opportunity to provide additional thoughts 
in writing to the researcher. These notes were incorporated into the overall outline of 
responses related to the study’s research question and subquestions. No participants asked 
for any comments or notes to be removed or ignored for the study.  
Once the notes from the second transcript review were typed up, the researcher 
compared these notes between participants to find commonalities and outlier thoughts. 
Common ideas were identified as well as comments that were poignant for the study but 
were not shared by all participants. Additional notes were made in areas where 
participants’ experiences or shared knowledge conflicted with places in which they 
continued to struggle (Bhattacharya, 2017). Themes began to emerge. When a new theme 
was found, the researcher re-reviewed other transcripts to ensure the new theme had not 
been missed in other participants’ comments. The notes on emergent themes included 




came up in the conversation, and where connections existed for themes in each of the 
interview sessions.  
The notes categorized by the research question and subquestions as well as the 
themes were analyzed utilizing the theoretical framework, collective liberation. The 
researcher used the outline provided within the section of this study entitled, “Examples 
of action toward collective liberation” (see pages 22-27), to determine in what areas 
participants were helping to address and work against racism on their campus as well as 
gaps or missed opportunities where their privileges may be colluding within racist 
structures.  
Ethical Considerations 
  Through a review of purpose, procedures, and anticipated outcomes, this study 
was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of San 
Francisco. Ethical considerations for this study included obtaining appropriate 
permissions from individuals participating in the conversation-style interviews. Further 
permissions were acquired by each individual who participated (see Appendix C for 
Consent to Participate form). 
 An additional consideration was to ensure that the research study did not cause 
harm. As the study addressed issues of identity and social change that can often trigger 
emotional responses, a priority was to create an environment where harm to participants 
was minimized. One of the ways the ethical consideration was addressed was to place the 
control of the discussions and stories shared into the hands of the individual participants. 
Participants only had to share as much as they wanted and were able to ask that any 




to ensure that language used to describe identities align with how individuals described 
themselves rather than researcher-projected identities of the participants 
Another ethical consideration mentioned in the limitations of the study in Chapter 
I was that since the researcher and participants are all white-identified, the probability 
that discussion, language used, and analysis of data might reproduce forms of white 
supremacy was likely. To address this challenge, the researcher was self-reflective about 
areas that these topics might arise and was open to critique. In addition, the theoretical 
framework of collective liberation was intentionally chosen to stay focused on action and 
systematic change.   
As the researcher self-identifies as working toward anti-racism in their 
professional sphere, it was important to limit bias and prejudiced attitudes when listening 
and analyzing shared stories and themes by the participants. The researcher aimed to 
respect and honor the ways in which each participant represented themselves and their 
experiences throughout the study and at the same time was mindful to identify ways in 
which both anti-racist ideals and privileged thought and actions were being expressed. 
Positionality 
 According to Bhattacharya (2017), the researcher needs to be transparent and 
conscious about their background and values. Bhattacharya (2017) recognizes as do other 
authors of feminist methodologies that the researcher’s positionality impacts the data 
collection and analysis (Doucet & Mauthner, 2006; Smith, 1999). In an attempt to be 
thoughtful about my own interactions and background that inform this study, I outline my 




In many ways, I identify with and find that intersection plays a strong role in my 
life. Often my identities are seen as contradictions: I identify as white but grew up around 
People of Color and I identify as both a lesbian and a Christian, two highly important 
identities in my life. I am also non-displaced, having been born in the US without fear of 
losing my home.  I grew up in East San José, in a predominantly immigrant Mexican 
neighborhood. As a white woman who was born in the same city she grew up in and was 
never without shelter, a clear difference of cultural norms between me and my 
community existed. Although the differences in cultures, including types of food, 
expectations of household chores, and activities conducted with family were observed, 
they did not seem out of place. The experiences of growing up with different cultures, 
languages, and traditions provided me an early view into the lived experiences, 
celebrations, and struggles of various racial groups.  
Once I began high school, I could see distinct disparities in experience between 
myself and my peers. It was not uncommon for high school teachers to expect the worst 
of most of the students and use punitive measures to discipline the group. I remember an 
incident in one of my classes where a teacher was trying to provide a demonstration; 
being teenagers, no one wanted to volunteer. The teacher quickly became frustrated and 
canceled class, telling us to sit in our seats and work silently. This incident removed 
students from a learning environment and made it not much more than a holding cell 
while we awaited the bell signaling the end of class.  
In another instance, students in an advanced level science course were encouraged 
to consider trade school instead of college as ‘it was not for everyone’. Specifically, this 




a possibility even though they had the scholarly aptitude necessary to be successful in a 
college setting. Although living within and upset by these incidents, I had a sense these 
experiences were not directly targeted toward me, understanding that white friends in 
more affluent or racially homogenous schools were not being wedged from higher 
expectations. 
It was also in high school that the dissonance of being a community member and 
being white came into focus. Although I was raised with the same students since 
elementary school, it was in high school that my classmates’ racial identity became much 
more clear. The intersections of class, race, and gender became prominent as classmates 
had varying levels of responsibility in the home and held jobs after school. I also held 
jobs in addition to attending class, but this was related to independence from the home 
rather than a contribution to family needs. 
Although I grew up in a workingclass family and neighborhood, I am now 
socioeconomically in the middle-class. I experience lived dissonance within my current 
socio-economic settings as disparities between income level and cultural identity 
expectations exist. Having the economic ability to live in predominantly white and more 
affluent spaces removed me from the communities in which I felt most at home. 
However, I also recognize that racism and other decisive factors make it difficult to 
return to the same communities of my youth. 
I live in a ‘liberal’ region that publicly supports community activism and where 
the majority of inhabitants are open to listening about issues of diversity and 
multiculturalism, however are not necessarily engaging in critical analysis. In my current 




anything that may be construed as racist. When a travel ban was enacted on individuals 
from several Muslim countries, members of my neighborhood organized several support 
vigils and a protest march in honor of our local mosque. However, it is also true that this 
neighborhood is highly segregated racially, with little discussion on racial disparity that 
sustains this type of environment, such as racial profiling incidents by the predominantly 
white police force.   
 I have been involved in community action specifically addressing college access 
and readiness for individuals identifying with underrepresented racial groups for most of 
my professional career. As a member of the dominant racial group and as someone who 
identifies as white, I attempt to be cognizant of my own privilege and role in sustaining a 
racially oppressive system. Attempts to acknowledge privilege and dismantle oppression 
are an important aspect of my daily life. These acknowledgments begin with a self-
critique of what it means to be white and challenge my privilege and fragility. In 
addition, part of the work is to observe and challenge discrepancies in behavior or policy 
towards People of Color in both my everyday and professional life.   
For example, once I was on a committee to hire a diversity officer for the campus. 
We had a great candidate who identified as an African American woman. The committee 
chairs wanted her to write a secondary essay based on a prompt. I challenged my 
committee to consider why they were questioning our candidate’s credentials when she 
was qualified and asked them to consider would they be doing the same if she were a 
white man.  In another incident, I was asked by a vice president to profile student names 
so we could have a count of students’ racial groups; I publicly declined. I discussed the 




of identity, and using that data for marketing. Although I have encountered many 
situations such as these in my life, these two examples provide a view into the 
intersection of racism and work. They also demonstrate my commitment and 
responsibility to interrupt oppressive situations in my professional life.  
I have worked in higher education throughout my professional life in areas of 
admissions, activities and leadership, college outreach, housing and residential life, and 
academics in topics of leadership, community, and social justice. Higher education has a 
responsibility to society to help create individuals that are not only book savvy but also 
have the skills to create social change for the betterment of all individuals. It was in 
college that I gained a new set of vocabulary that could help me explain the disparities I 
saw while growing up. Learning from my peers and being cognizant of racial inequities 
has helped me to observe discrimination and oppression in my workplace and home. I 
also know I don’t see it all, and at times my whiteness and my white privilege are placed 
in front of my actions for racial justice. That doesn’t mean I don’t keep trying. Anti-
racism action is a way of life, and one of my goals is to work with other white people to 




CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS 
Introduction 
 To begin this chapter, I introduce each of the seven participants in a summary 
reviewing their job responsibilities on their campus, how their interest in anti-racism took 
shape, and their visions for a campus without racial oppression. In addition to their roles 
and responsibilities on their prospective campuses, I include a condensed version of the 
participants’ reflections on being white and a woman. Looking at each research question, 
I categorized the participants’ reflections into emergent themes based on our 
conversations. These themes included how job responsibility, connections to People of 
Color, and an intrinsic need to make a difference as motivations to address racism on 
campus. Responsibilities to address racism ranged from internal reflection to making 
active changes in the culture, curriculum, policy, and practice of one's campus. 
Participants persisted with their anti-racism efforts in spite of difficult campus structures 
and a lack of leadership focused on social justice, a limited number of colleagues 
engaging in similar work, and lacking time to take care of everything that was needed. To 
end this chapter, I present themes related to the guiding research question of how white 
women are engaging in work that both interrupts and sustains racism. While participants 
are strategic and reflective of their work while continuing to build relationships and push 
boundaries, they still find tension in what their roles should be and work to expand 
alliances on campus.  
Participants 
All participants are currently working at various four-year colleges situated within 




Three of the seven participants are faculty, working in various academic departments, 
while four work within the Student Affairs divisions on their campuses. Two participants, 
Mia and Sarah, have student affairs responsibilities along with teaching courses. 
Table 2 
 
Introduction of Participants 
Participant Campus Role Institution Type No. of Years in Higher 
Education 
Annie Professor, nursing Medium-sized 
private college 
8 
Liz Professor, English Medium-sized 
private college 
17 







and study abroad 
Large state college 14 





Sarah Director, residential 












With several decades of professional nursing experience, Annie is currently 
sharing her knowledge of nursing as a professor at a medium-sized private college. She is 
highly credentialed with several degrees in nursing, including her doctorate and although 




talked about the classroom as an opportunity to disseminate information but also to learn 
from her students.  
Annie remembers growing up in predominantly white communities, although she 
explained that, at the time, people were more apt to identify with their ethnicity than a 
racial identity. One of Annie’s first memories of white privilege was when she was 
teaching nursing assistant students. While attempting to apply a policy set by her state 
and campus, a Student of Color in her class challenged her decision as being racist. This 
experience has stayed with Annie because at the time she was trying to make decisions 
within the procedures designed by the university and did not feel that she had the 
authority or autonomy to work outside the institution’s guidelines. Wanting to understand 
the perspective being brought up by her student’s experience, a spark was lit for Annie 
who from that moment on, has consistently sought out information about racial inequality 
and anti-racism. 
When considering her dual identities of being white and a woman, Annie reflects 
on her experiences of gender oppression as well as her white privilege. The way she 
understands and is cognizant of these identities is different but she stresses that 
continuous awareness development is critical to address both racial and gender injustice. 
She is thoughtful about how her reactions and actions toward racism and racial justice are 
impacted by her identity as a woman. She hopes that she can use her understanding and 
experiences of gender inequality to help her uncover areas where her privilege may be 
sustaining a racist system. 
Once Annie became actively conscious around issues of racism, she could not 




racism. She participates in many community workshops around white privilege and anti-
racism work in hopes that she is bringing what she learns to her campus and classroom. 
Annie imagines a racially just campus where white people would know how to 
see when racism was occurring or affecting a decision and to interject to interrupt. She 
hopes to see a time when white people see their responsibility to address racism and are 
not afraid to be a part of difficult conversations about how our historical legacies or white 
supremacy affects our campuses and society today. She would like a recognition of the 
existence of racism within curricular resources and regular discussions on how to take 
action so we will not revert.  
Liz 
Liz is a professor of English, writing, and literature who teaches first-year courses 
for her department. In addition, she participates in several projects, including writing an 
ethics chapter for an upcoming book. Liz works to infuse issues of human rights into her 
courses. She is cognizant of the unequal footing that academic tracking, examination 
bias, and disparate educational preparation can affect the overall experiences of her 
students. Many of her students start their college education already tracked in various 
writing levels. She is committed to figuring out ways to give students an opportunity to 
have self-determination about how they challenge themselves in the various course 
levels.  
Liz grew up in a predominantly white neighborhood within a racially segregated 
town. In addition, white neighborhoods were further delineated into ethnic groups. She 
has early memories of intrinsically knowing that children with darker skin tones would 




internalized understandings were racialized and racist. She sees how her family and 
neighborhood justified their actions, and she continues to observe similar experiences 
today in her current environment, “I think this city…talks progressive, but it depends a 
lot on who is in the room and what the topic is” (Liz, personal communication, 
November 28, 2018). Liz has developed a growing awareness about her white identity 
and privileges, acknowledging that she used to think in terms of a “battle of –isms.” 
Although these thoughts occur infrequently, they are remnants of her past experiences. 
She reflects on the importance of adding new narratives about historical oppression and 
white supremacy into her internal and professional discourse.  
While Liz believes that equality in higher education is possible, she recognizes it 
will take time and will involve addressing not only race but also all forms of oppression. 
She sees issues of inequality closely linked, from racism to economic injustice to access 
issues. She is committed to developing buy-in not only for herself but also for other white 
people to be a part of making a change on campuses. Liz is not afraid to have 
conversations about race and racism and encourages her students to engage with these 
subjects. She continues to develop her understanding and is aware that she does not have 
all of the answers.  
Mary 
 Mary works in an academic department that oversees campus and community 
partnerships. As a founding member of her department, Mary has responsibility for the 
direction and goals of her office. Mary works closely with community groups and 
individuals and regularly works with populations who racially identify differently than 




campus committees and helps co-facilitate a peer group of white people focused on 
unearthing privilege and examining racism in daily work. 
Mary’s racial identity and awareness were sparked during the early 1990s. Mary 
grew up in a home where she believed her parents were outright racists. She described a 
situation where her parents cautioned her against dating a Person of Color because 
supposedly this would result in a difficult life. Nevertheless, she grew up with an 
instinctive sense that racism was wrong and had her first opportunity to explore why it 
was a problem when she went to college.  
Knowing she did not have good examples at home, Mary took the time to learn 
more from external sources available to her on her college campus and with new 
connections she made there. Once in college, she sought out ways to engage in trainings 
and workshops on related topics. As she continued to develop her understanding of white 
supremacy and formed strong relationships with People of Color, she became observant 
of small ways in which her friends experienced racism every day. Each opportunity to 
listen to other people's stories provided Mary with new information to unpack her 
privilege and become more cognizant of the blatant and hidden forms of racism.  
In 1991, Mary was working in residential life at a college when the Rodney King 
trial verdict was announced. She describes this time as pivotal in her understanding and 
commitment to address racism in her life. During the few days after the verdict, Mary had 
the opportunity to have deep conversations about race, experiences of People of Color, 
and the realities of racism happening not only in general but also specifically on campus 




 Mary has made an overarching commitment to herself to be mindful of issues of 
racism and white supremacy within her workplace and beyond. She sees many ways her 
campus could improve in living up to its diversity statement and challenges herself on 
how much she can do to help create and model actions for change. Her identity as a white 
woman is tied to this work. When discussing the importance of anti-racism work and the 
tension between being a woman and white, Mary shared, “It’s everything. I benefit from 
and am a victim of capitalist exploitation and oppression every day. And so I think trying 
to do anti-racist work and deny that is ineffective and is really kind of a shortcut to 
duplicating harm and oppression” (Mary, personal communication, January 10, 2019). 
Mia 
 Mia is a professional in international education affairs. She has worked in 
international living communities and study abroad offices for many years. She has 
recently shifted jobs where she oversees international student services and has campus 
responsibilities as a member of committees on international student issues at a state 
university.  Until recently, Mia worked in the housing department and managed a living-
learning community designed for co-curricular programming in international and global 
relations and taught cultural literacy. Now she supports international students with all 
areas that are not a part of their academic experience including housing, events and 
activities, and advocacy as the students interact with other departments on campus such 
as judicial affairs and healthcare. 
 Although Mia was conscious of her racial identity as a white person growing up, 
she lacked the critical reflection on what it means to be white in a privileged context. She 




white circles, even in her travels abroad. Mia had the opportunity to learn more about her 
privilege while in graduate school through available workshops on campus; however, she 
stated that she prioritized focusing on her graduate studies. Not until she was hired onto a 
team made-up predominantly of People of Color and into a community with social justice 
issues as a daily conversation did Mia begin to consider the more political side of her 
white identity.  
When reflecting on how she began to shift into critical consciousness about 
everyday racism, Mia shared that she had to ask herself regularly, “Why didn't I notice 
this the way they noticed it?” (Mia, personal communication, August 28, 2018). Mia was 
specifically addressing why she had not interpreted an event as racist or oppressive in the 
same way as did her Colleagues of Color. From there, Mia decided to learn more and 
embraced opportunities to find professional workshops and trainings on topics of social 
justice. Working for a department that was specifically tasked with engaging in social 
justice topics created a space where Mia could continually develop her understanding of 
privilege and racism. In addition to knowledge building, she learned how to respond to 
and proactively address issues of oppression. 
Mia feels more connected to being a woman than she does her racial identity. She 
feels clear about identifying gender oppression and speaking to gender-based 
microaggressions and sexist comments at work. She does not feel as comfortable with 
issues of racial oppression but considers herself a work in progress in this area.  Mia also 
shared her ongoing struggle to unravel what it means to be white as related to whiteness 




confidence can keep her from reaching out to both white people and People of Color that 
are focusing on racism on campus.  
Rachel 
 Rachel is a director in a diversity center for her campus. The diversity center 
oversees programs in race, socioeconomic status, first-generation student experience, 
gender, and sexuality. She also works with the campus bias committee and several 
campus committees that meet directly with the president. Although her work overlaps 
with campus resources for faculty and staff, her job mainly oversees programs offered to 
students. She has worked in diversity and multicultural offices for several years at the 
college level.  
 Rachel grew up in a home of activists. She had family members who regularly 
discussed injustices and made sure their children were engaged in social action. Although 
Rachel grew up with ideals of justice and equality, her community was predominantly 
racially homogenous. It was not until she was older and out of her family home that she 
began to develop strong relationships with People of Color. Through these connections, 
she began to see injustices in real life not only as theoretical concerns but also as social 
realities. Watching people she cared about deal with oppressive situations pushed her into 
an active cognition about the detriment of racism and all-white spaces.   
 Rachel sees her womanness as an advantage in her anti-racism work. She believes 
that in general People of Color will give her the benefit of the doubt and open up 
conversations about racism with her because she is a woman. She does not see this same 
openness being offered to white men and often hears white men taking the brunt of the 




she is critical of other white women who do not stand up against discrimination, 
microaggressions, or bias.  She is actively cognizant and critical of her white privilege in 
her everyday life, particularly as a white-identified director of a diversity center. 
 According to Rachel, a racially just campus would be one that pushes back 
against the origins of the institution and be completely redesigned. In her vision of the 
future, she hopes to see a dismantling of policies and physical structures as they stand 
today. She would like to see her campus reconsider who is being admitted and hired and 
which set of requirements are used to measure people’s effectiveness. She imagines 
critical conversations would happen around what constitutes success and inclusion. To 
Rachel, a racially just campus is tied to an intersectional lens with a focus, not solely on 
racialized experiences but also factors such as economics, gender identity and expression, 
and nationality and immigration status. Rachel would like a campus that elicits joy, that is 
not afraid of difficult conversations, and critiques its purpose in the lives of those in the 
community.  
Sarah 
 Sarah is a director overseeing residential life, housing administration, and 
adjudication for living-learning communities focused on areas of social justice and 
international perspectives. She has been at her current campus for about 20 years. Due to 
her administrative role, Sarah works predominantly with student leaders and students 
referred to her through the judicial system for disciplinary action. However, her decisions 
on policy and process affect all students within her living-learning community. In 




committees related to diversity and global engagement and also teaches courses related to 
leadership and social justice for the campus. 
 Sarah has been aware of her white identity for as long as she can remember. She 
grew up in a racially diverse community and had parents who regularly and positively 
discussed racial and cultural differences at home. Growing up in a home that observed 
traditional ethnic customs from her Swedish, Irish, and Jewish backgrounds, she learned 
that multiple cultures could be celebrated together. An important value in her home was 
that one’s beliefs and cultural practices should not negate those of someone else. Her 
identity as a white person is rooted in her understanding of the privileges and benefits she 
receives because of the color of her skin. 
 Although Sarah believes her campus has gone a long way in the years she has 
worked there, she acknowledges that racism still exists. She knows people will be open to 
listening to situations that are raised but sees how not everyone is open and willing to 
delve into discussions or challenging their own actions as contributing factors to 
institutionalized racism. She can only rely on a couple of white people on campus to 
engage and challenge her privileged thoughts and action.  
 When looking into the future, Sarah believes she is working for a campus 
community where no one is disenfranchised and also where all voices are represented and 
heard. She imagines a racially just campus where everyone has a strong sense of 
belonging and knows that their presence, ideas, and contributions are welcomed. She 
envisions a community where conflicts are addressed in humane ways and discussions 
that elevate the community spirit are valued. Her vision includes, “That we are all 




racism, and that we’re supported in doing that, so that we can continue to create a culture, 
and a climate, and a community that does that” (Sarah, personal communication, 
December 17, 2018). 
Suzie 
Suzie is a faculty member in a teacher education master’s program at a large four-
year research university, where she has worked for about a decade. She coordinates a 
bilingual teacher education program within the department. Her role is to help her student 
cohort bridge what they are learning in the traditional teaching program with practical 
applications for their classrooms. In addition, she has taught a multicultural education 
methods course and helps coordinate the racial caucusing requirement for their 
department.  
Suzie grew up in a bilingual home with her mother, who was white but grew up in 
Puerto Rico, and her step-father who identified as Latino and spoke Spanish in their 
house. Growing up in a mixed-race and politically conscious extended family, Suzie has 
been self-critical of her white identity and the effects of white supremacy throughout her 
life. She had activist role models at home and shared that issues of racial justice were 
conversations as she was growing up. While in college, Suzie experienced a heightened 
focus on racism after participating in an anti-oppression workshop and problematizing 
what it meant to identify with Puerto Rican connections yet project and benefit from 
white privilege. This workshop gave Suzie the language she needed to understand why it 
was that there seemed to be a difference in how she and her mother were treated as 
compared to her step-father. Suzie went through a development in consciousness where 




doing something about it. She shared that she continues to learn and push herself in ways 
that she can contribute to the undoing of racial oppression in her everyday work. 
Suzie admits that she has not placed much thought into her identity as a woman. 
She does not believe she has characteristics that are often applied to women, such as 
passivity and is not sure that her womanness has held her back. However, when reflecting 
on being a white woman, Suzie referenced that she believes she takes on more work than 
her male counterparts. In addition to job responsibilities and her activism work, she still 
feels expected to pick up what needs to be done with the home and kids. She shared that 
she often feels like it is her responsibility to take care of it all but problematizes how that 
affects her anti-racist work, “I think it is an inclination to kind of do it all, be it all, save 
everybody and they don’t need that, so it’s a constant checking of yourself, in what ways 
am I opening a door versus pulling somebody through” (Suzie, personal communication, 
January 8, 2019).  
Motivations To Address Racism on Campus 
The first of the three subquestions examined in this study is, How do white 
women faculty and staff describe their motivations to address racism on campus? The 
participants had several motivations underlying their passion and work in the area of anti-
racism. Some were based on personal experiences, such as what brought the individual to 
begin working for change in the first place. Others were more community-focused, 
motivated by being a part of something bigger than the self. Three major themes surfaced 
in conversations with the participants about their motivation to address racism and to 
work against racial oppression not only on campus but also in their everyday lives. From 




participants described their motivation emanating from connection with others, personal 
accountability, desire for creating change, and belief in collective liberation.  
The human imperative for justice  
Participants saw their work as necessary due to a higher calling or a commitment 
to work for an equal future. Once participants began to recognize racism, they felt a need 
to do something about it. All of the participants shared that once they realized a system of 
race-based oppression existed, they needed to be a part of its undoing. Many of the 
participants believed that if they were not striving to make changes, then they were 
complicit in the oppression of others. When discussing the need to be involved in anti-
racism work, Sarah shared, “When I say the word imperative, I feel it….I feel it in my 
bones and in my body...We must. We have to. There is no other way in my mind” (Sarah, 
personal communication, November 21, 2018). In her subsequent interview, Sarah 
reiterated that action was vital in relation to being a white woman, “I just feel like it’s 
more than ever this work is super important on our campuses, and that we’re doing that, 
modeling that, particularly as white women” (Sarah, personal communication, December 
17, 2018).  
Echoing Sarah’s reflection on the link between white privilege and the need for 
action, each participant discussed their identities as white women and as actors to address 
racism. Participants could not justify having different experiences and potentially better 
outcomes just because of the color of their skin. They needed to find ways in which they 
could address underlying issues that were keeping power dynamics alive. Suzie believed 
that when she understood what it meant to possess institutional privilege, it was important 




with the awareness of privilege and differences of experiences between hers and the 
People of Color in her life, the obligation to act arrived,  
When I left to go to college, and he [her step-brother who identifies as Afro-
Latino] was still in eighth grade, it was pretty clear that he and I were on very 
different tracks. And it wasn't that I felt any sense of responsibility. I knew I had 
done nothing different than he had done, and yet, we both had such different 
trajectories, and such different experiences that it was just very clear. It was very, 
very clear that I had a whole bunch of privilege that I could stand on to get what I 
needed, and that even though it wasn't my fault, it was still my responsibility. To 
know that to have somebody who is super…genuinely smart guy, way smarter 
than me in a lot of ways. I mean, I've done a lot of the leg work to get where I am, 
but I would say that in terms of pure ability, he just knows how the systems work, 
and he does really great hands-on stuff that I just cannot do. It's not my area. So, 
to see the two of us, very similarly raised going in such different directions, it was 
pretty clear that, yeah, I was a part of a system that benefited me, and didn't 
benefit him, and it was not difficult for me to see what my role and responsibility 
was in making that happen. (Suzie, personal communication, December 20, 2018) 
A collective approach along with a shared vision combined to become a 
motivating factor for several of the participants. They spoke about being a part of the 
collective human spirit and that all white people should be engaged in anti-racism work 
to realize their full humanity. Liz spoke about the need to connect with others about 




intersectionality was important to both understand how people experienced the world but 
to find buy-in for everyone, 
The intersectionality…is going to be too much a part of it…. In order to really 
sustain a movement toward racial justice, you need to be able to show that there's 
enough value to achieving that on a bigger scale for more people…and I think the 
research is already there to prove that it benefits everyone to have racial equity. 
(Liz, personal communication, January 10, 2019) 
She addressed that wanting to consider equal conditions for others was not the same as 
working within a collective spirit, 
I think this city, in my opinion, talks progressive but it depends a lot on who is in 
the room and what the topic is. Because you see that progressive façade drop in 
people when it becomes...not in my backyard idea. You'll see people talking about 
the poor and the homeless and to help them, ‘please do something’. But when 
they find out that a low-income housing project is slated for their block, it's a full-
on protest against it, and that's really hard…I don't think we're as different from 
the middle as we may think. That could be an opportunity to bridge divides and 
find ways to resolve conflict to find that human thread underneath it all. (Liz, 
personal communication, November 28, 2018) 
Believing that action to address racism had to be a part of their lives, participants 
revealed that in the absence of doing anything, they would be supporting the system that 
gave them power and privilege due to the color of their skin. The realities and effects of 
racism were vivid for many of the participants, and it was with these images in mind that 




being a necessity to feel like a full human being. Without action, Annie described how 
her existence would be supporting the dehumanization of others while white people 
received benefits and others were persecuted.  
Because it's not just people have suffered for centuries. If there's something that 
I…can be and do then that's what I strive for. Because until we do that, I mean, 
until we say recognize things are not okay, things aren't good. Because I think it's 
about being a full human being. It's humane. I mean, the idea that I would…based 
on the color of my skin get something that someone else cannot have based on the 
color of their skin, I mean I can't justify that…It's dehumanizing. (Annie, personal 
communication, December 4, 2018) 
In proximity to People of Color: Building relationships before building bridges 
 All of the participants described how developing close relationships with People 
of Color opened up their eyes to racial injustice. These interpersonal connections allowed 
participants to not only understand the existence of racism but also to observe how racial 
oppression manifested in the everyday, propelling them into action. It was only within 
developing true friendships with People of Color that they were able to fully grasp how 
racism has impacted their lives and the lives of others. 
Several of the participants discussed having early experiences of racism and 
segregation within their homes and communities where they grew up. For example, Liz 
noted that she grew up in a heavily segregated neighborhood. As she grew older, she 
could view her neighborhood from as an outside observer and she realized the bias and 
prejudice that divided communities. Liz began to consider how she could ensure that 




the way she interacts with and supports her students. Similarly, Suzie discussed how 
witnessing the differences in which family members who identified as People of Color 
were treated as compared to her own interactions was eye-opening. Suzie shared that 
those experiences made her want to, “Be an ally to my Family of Color and Community 
of Color here to take some of the burden off them” (Suzie, personal communication, 
December 20, 2018). 
Other participants had homes that touted the ideas that racism existed but was not 
tolerated; however, it was not until they found themselves in close proximity to People of 
Color that they began to realize the vast impact and disparity that white supremacy 
created. Mary shared, “Through empathy, through live connection, through love, and 
through caring, and seeing people I care about in great pain and realizing there was much 
I needed to learn that I was largely ignorant of” (Mary, personal communication, 
November 28, 2018). As Mary shared, these personal connections with People of Color 
not only made her aware of everyday forms of racism but also helped her identify her 
privileges and motivated her to stay active against oppressive situations.  
When listening to her Colleagues of Color share a story about being called the 
wrong name, Mia reflected, “It was very clear that was a really hurtful thing for them. 
And seeing how hurt they were, made me hurt for them” (personal communication, 
August 28, 2018). Mia had not considered ways in which racism was embedded in 
everyday situations; it was her colleagues’ willingness to open up that helped bring issues 
to her consciousness. For Mia, it was critical to work closely with Colleagues of Color 
for her own development and understanding of issues related to race and oppression. Her 




happening on campus on the micro-level but also provided her with a deeper 
understanding of what was needed to change on a larger scale, 
It wasn’t just a thing their parents did, that was their culture…And then you start 
seeing that reflect in other places, and movies and language and songs, and 
literature, but because it was a person I knew, really affirming that, ‘no, this was 
true for my identity’, this isn’t just a stereotype or exaggeration, this is a real lived 
experience for a lot of Black people. (Mia, personal communication, August 28, 
2018) 
Just as relationships with People of Color had helped many of the participants 
realize the deepened effects of racism, the individuals in this study reflected on 
continuing anti-racism work based on building and maintaining strong connections with 
others. As many of these topics can be difficult and triggering, having relationships with 
others and building trust is essential to making a difference. Liz spoke about how new 
connections bring the opportunity for new perspectives. In addition, it humanizes the 
work, not just about policy and process but also about people, emotions, and community. 
Trusting relationships have enabled Liz and many of the participants to see racism within 
their communities they may have not noticed before and to want to do something about it,  
I do feel that we sort of have our own role to play and that we need to figure out 
how to do that, and that working together we can do a better job of that in 
educating more of the white kids and young adults to be able to again have these 
conversations…I feel like so much of that conflict resolution part comes back to 
having conversations. I feel like so much of the divisiveness comes back to being 




on the same page you've got to recognize them as a human and start there. (Liz, 
personal communication, November 28, 2018). 
Addressing racism as a responsibility of one’s role on campus 
Several participants discussed that a motivation to address racist situations could 
be found in their job responsibilities. Although not a sustaining motivation, workplace 
expectations helped participants to develop their understanding of issues of privilege and 
racism and to motivate them to learn more about these topics. Their roles on campus 
contributed to the desire to be able to address oppression, both in an educational setting 
with others as well as in looking at practical ways to impact racist policies and decisions 
on their campuses. All of the participants reported a need to respond to specific racist 
incidents when they happened at work.  
Although all of the participants spoke about ways they engage in anti-racism 
within their workplace roles, four have specific work-related tasks associated with issues 
of social justice that include educating others about or building bridges to address issues 
of racism and other forms of oppression. For example, Rachel, who works in a diversity 
center, is someone that the campus looks to as an expert on issues of inclusion. She is 
often charged with responding to bias incidents and participating on committees that 
attempt to uphold the campus’ official statements of diversity and inclusion. Sarah 
oversees residential life in a living-learning community with the theme of social justice 
and global perspectives, requiring that she be knowledgeable in areas of privilege and 
oppression and also able to engage with students and staff about these issues. Others on 
her campus and department call on Sarah to respond to and address racial and other forms 




identify predominantly as Students of Color; however, their work with anti-racism efforts 
are from their own intrinsic motivations and not due to any external requirements by the 
university. 
The participants’ commitment to educating and working with students was 
another motivation tied to their roles at work. Mia reported feeling responsible to develop 
her knowledge of racism and racial disparity because of her time with students. While 
talking about racism and other forms of oppression was an expectation of her job, Mia 
reported that she needed to reach a higher level of accountability to understand these 
issues than her role required. Not only did she want to be knowledgeable about how  
racism affected everyday interactions and decisions, but she also wanted to model how to 
recognize and address racism on campus for her students,  
This is my job, this is what I'm expected to do and not just when it's brought to 
me. My job expects me to notice in the dining hall, notice at my res halls, to 
create a community where it doesn't happen. I do take that responsibility really 
seriously. If I'm going to do that work, then I've really got to do that work so that I 
can do it right. (Mia, personal communication, August 28, 2018)  
Once tasked with the responsibility to help and mentor students on social justice topics, 
Mia became motivated to address her own knowledge gaps in issues of racism and white 
supremacy.  
Liz echoed Mia’s thoughts about being engaged in anti-racism work because of 
their students. Liz shared that before she worked on a college campus, she was less likely 
to be actively cognizant of racist issues or discuss them with colleagues or her service 




her classroom and with interactions with students. She wanted to engage more with her 
students around racism and other justice concerns as well as to actively respond to 
situations, processes, and policies that seemingly created inequitable outcomes. 
I think that the responsibility really came in more when I became a teacher, and it 
became my job to be the one to manage the conversation, to try and keep the 
conversation open. That's where I feel a great responsibility…in trying to prepare 
them to just do better, be better as humans. (Liz, personal communication, 
November 28, 2018) 
 For the other participants, their work with students around topics of racism was 
critical, but not necessarily a founding motivation to address racism on campus. Annie 
and Sarah discussed how the lives and shared experiences of their students helped them 
to develop how they work through issues of racism and privilege on campus. Rachel also 
discussed the importance of staying cognizant of her students’ development with justice 
issues and providing educational opportunities for students individually and the campus 
community at large. While Mary did not specifically address students as a motivating 
factor, she spoke about her responsibility to her department and service population. 
How do white women faculty and staff describe their motivations to address racism on 
campus? 
All of the participants were motivated to address racism on their campuses. For 
some, their motivation stemmed from the requirements and responsibilities laid out in 
their job descriptions. A couple of the participants had job responsibilities that presumed 
work would be done within a social justice framework. The participants found strong 




relationships that the white women in this study could observe racism occurring and 
understand how their privilege helped them sustain a system in which they benefited. 
They felt compelled into action on behalf of their connections with others. The 
participants also tied their motivation to act in their commitment to creating just 
communities. Once they recognized that a system was in place that oppressed others, they 
believed they could not justify their own humanity if they were not willing to make 
changes. 
Responsibility To Address Racism on Campus 
How do white women faculty and staff reflect on, describe, and critique their 
responsibility to address racism on campus? Participants were motivated to be active in 
anti-racism efforts but differed in how these actions showed up in practical settings. 
While some participants were more self-reflective, others focused on working with others 
and pushing back on their college campus practices. Participants described anti-racism 
action to include their participation in making tangible changes in campus policies, 
curriculum, and culture, leading purposeful conversations around race and oppression on 
campus, being reflective about their own white privilege, and making active changes in 
their behavior to support People of Color have more space in decisions and leadership. 
Internal work is critical to action 
 The critical consciousness and internal development around issues of privilege 
and how participants were disrupting or sustaining oppression were key ways in which 
they contributed to anti-racism efforts. The internal work was not just about wanting to 




thoughtfulness about how racism was showing up in everyday practice and how 
participants themselves were contributing by way of their own white privilege.  
 All of the participants in their own way described that internal work about issues 
of privilege and racial power was a continuous lifelong journey. Participants 
acknowledged that they would always be a work in progress when it came to issues of 
racism. Rachel was cognizant of reflecting on her own privilege at work and is reflective 
of the reactions she receives because of her job title as a director of diversity affairs. 
Using these interactions, Rachel challenges her own mindset and continues to push the 
development of her own cognition in social justice issues. Constantly reflecting on her 
own responsibility, Rachel makes adjustments in her beliefs, decisions, and practices to 
align with her commitment to anti-racism, 
A lot of it in my personal life is really owning privilege that I hold, and trying to 
not only recognize that and push back around it, but find ways to use that. I think 
within my role at the university, it's so much more complicated. Some of it is 
complicated because of my role. You don't find white identified [diversity] 
directors…So without that kind of mentorship or role modeling from others, 
trying to figure out for myself how do I name my identity and spaces, speak up as 
a director where a director's voice is important, and also understand that now is 
not the time to speak around this issue. How do I empower others without putting 
it all on someone else? It's a complication every day. We even talk about it among 
my staff. How are we going to leverage this? Who is going to hear me better than 
someone else because of my white identity? (Rachel, personal communication, 




Several of the participants acknowledged that they were not always working 
against racism and identified times when they failed to act or made mistakes. Annie 
shared that if it were unclear that she should get involved or did not always have the 
answers, she would continue to reflect and follow-up later with those involved. Knowing 
the importance of developing one’s understanding of racism and racial justice, Annie, 
along with other participants, seek out external workshops and trainings as well as other 
individuals to help her to critically reflect on her privilege and whiteness, “I actually had 
something happen in the classroom and I talked through with one of [my white 
colleagues] and asked, ‘How do I go forward? Can you help me come up with a plan?’ 
And got some help to do that. I've done that for others as well” (Annie, personal 
communication, December 4, 2018). 
To echo Annie’s experience, Mary described the critical reflection and self-work 
that was necessary for anyone interested in being involved in anti-racism efforts, “...if the 
internal change doesn’t happen the organizational change is not going to happen” (Mary, 
personal communication, January 10, 2019). Mary problematized self-reflection, stating 
that the internal work is a requirement and that one should not act without some 
knowledge on the topics; however, that staying in a constant state of thinking, did nothing 
to support a racial justice movement. 
Tangible changes to teaching, curriculum, and campus policy and process 
Continuous reflection helps participants be knowledgeable about ways in which 
white supremacy is being played out on campus. Placing these thoughts into actions in 
the classroom, in policy and programmatic decisions, and in interactions with others, 




their own reflective development. For the participants committed to an anti-racist 
environment, this cycle of reflection and action is crucial to their work.  
Many of the participants discussed tangible ways that they contributed to and 
participated in addressing both blatant racism and more informal ways that their 
institutions sustained the status quo. Their roles made a significant difference in where 
they focused their efforts. The three faculty members (Suzie, Liz, and Annie) discussed 
their work with their students in academic settings and decisions on curriculum 
requirements, resources, and assessment. Participants working predominantly in Student 
Affairs (Mary, Rachel, Sarah, and Mia), were more apt to discuss ways they threaded 
their anti-racism work through student development interactions, co-curricular 
programming, and policy development. Two of the three managers (Mary and Sarah) 
added efforts they made directly with their teams including adding social justice metrics 
to performance evaluations and goal-setting for their departments. All participants 
discussed their desire to respond to racist incidents that occurred in their presence and 
follow-up as appropriate with people who were involved or could be affected.  
The participants described how they were not only cognizant of where racism was 
showing up on campus but also challenged the status quo, each in their own way. Liz was 
thoughtful about how academic tracking and testing requirements set up some of her 
students for failure; placing some in courses they were not ready for and keeping others 
from progressing into more advanced coursework. Although tracking can affect any 
student, Liz discussed that students tracked into beginning level courses were more often 




students were not tracked into novice writing courses if they were motivated to join other 
classes.  
Liz has been considering how traditional grading systems do not always provide 
an accurate sense of student progress. She has started to use performance contracts based 
on student content development and participation rather than having all students assessed 
in comparison to others in the classroom. She was quick to point out that this was not her 
original idea but one she has adapted from a Colleague of Color.  
I'm part of the team that's looking at directing self-placement, and I've also been 
under the guidance of someone else in my department who came from another 
program and was doing an anti-racist grading practice of a grading contract. I've 
adopted her grading contract, and I'm developing it and tweaking it each semester 
to try and make it something that the students can feel comfortable with, as well 
as something that is serving the purpose of…giving them feedback that they can 
actually use to build their writing process and practice, and their speaking process 
and practice…It’s considered more equitable because it doesn't only reward the 
product, it rewards heavily the process, so students who are working very hard to 
try and develop their writing get rewarded for that. (Liz, personal communication, 
November 28, 2018) 
Other participants such as Annie have challenged overarching curriculum, textbooks, and 
resources used by their programs to be more inclusive and racially just.  
I have a textbook right now that defines race as a biologic feature…I'm working 
with a group of faculty that are mostly white but there are People of Color in that 




This is not enlightened; this book needs some growth.’ That I would feel 
complicit, you know, if we tell our students to buy it. I mean, I would point it out 
in the classroom and say, ‘See this?’…I can't guarantee that all my students will 
hear that. (Annie, personal communication, December 4, 2018) 
Sarah and Mary addressed how they actively engage in conversations about 
racism in their departments and take action to equalize a biased system with their staff. 
Being conscious that they are white women with supervisory responsibilities to People of 
Color, Sarah and Mary are reflective on how they can support their teams through work 
challenges and performance evaluations. Sarah discussed being thoughtful about how 
racist events on campus and in the news, such as police shootings of People of Color 
could be affecting her team. It was not enough to address the issue as a workshop offered 
to her students but also that her staff was getting the support they needed, whether from 
Sarah or other colleagues, 
 When things were happening at the national level that were truly impacting Staff 
of Color differently than they were impacting the white staff…. I feel like I dance 
often between trying to help folks…While also recognizing that I may not be the 
person that my Staff of Color want to talk to about that right now, and truly being 
okay with that, and giving space for that I feel like is important in my own anti-
racism work...As a supervisor, as a leader, there's all these layers…I would be the 
person to help support these folks because I'm their supervisor…it isn't always 
because of the color of my skin. How do I get my ego out?...I'm just thinking of a 
couple of those particular situations where I truly let that go, let that ego part of 




that they need to be supported, the way that they want to be supported. Not how I 
think that they should be supported. How I think that they need to be supported is 
for them, doing harm. (Sarah, personal communication, December 17, 2018)  
Participants described policy as a difficult and yet important component for 
addressing white supremacy on campus. Many of them discussed that acts of challenging 
whiteness through examining how policies, ideas, and decisions reflect the history of 
white culture and reconsidering historical practices were critical for creating a better 
campus community. “It’s being aware of all of the levels, systematic, organizational, and 
visual and making choices around how to resist that” (Mary, personal communication, 
January 10, 2019). Sarah spoke about specific policies that she has worked on to 
overturn, including one that on her campus that prohibited playing Hip Hop music at 
large events. She discussed that it took time and many levels of authority to remove this 
policy from the books. Currently, she is working with others to add a social justice 
component to campus-wide performance evaluations to support the campus mission 
statement on diversity and inclusivity.  
Develop spaces for white-focused racial justice education and community-building 
Participants discussed the importance of learning how to share knowledge of 
addressing racism with other white people. They want to encourage other white people to 
be engaged in issues of racism and other forms of oppression. They see engaging white 
people in collection action as a part of their anti-racism responsibilities. Liz felt that 
conversations with other white people were essential to eliminate racism at her 
institution. She talked about shutting down conversations that are harmful to Students of 




role in an anti-racist movement is to speak with other white people about issues of 
racism. She felt that all white people needed more work in these areas. The groundwork 
done by white people was essential to build bridges with People of Color. She reflected 
that she will continue to spark conversations about racism with white colleagues and 
students until it becomes the norm of the campus to infuse issues of race and racial 
injustice into all facets of work, 
I don't think my job is to do some of this work. I think that my job really is to talk 
to more people like me, to talk with my students, to recognize that my students 
have knowledge and experience that they bring in, that if they are in a space 
where they feel comfortable and willing to share then we can all learn from each 
other. I continually, of course, have to set my radar and be willing to learn, know 
that I never am going to know everything there is to know. I can kind of keep 
problematizing and asking the questions, but that I can't assume that I know the 
answer. (Liz, personal communication, November 28, 2018) 
Several of the participants found ways to bring white individuals together on their 
campus in a formal manner. They spoke about the existence of white groups on campus 
that were available to address privilege and racial bias. Many of them have helped to 
develop campus programs cover issues of privilege, whiteness, and anti-racist work. For 
participants who have worked as facilitators for these groups, such as Suzie, the hope is 
that the groups provide a place for white people to understand how whiteness informs 
their work and gives them an environment where they can examine their contribution to 




Suzie spoke about how her work and racial justice were intertwined, and she 
wants to ensure she is a model for her white students when they become K-12 teachers 
and have an impact on young minds. Along with her peers, Suzie instituted a white 
student caucus group that was a requirement for students to participate in her department. 
The caucus space allows participants to challenge each other and provide a model for 
how to be transparent about privilege and find alternate ways to address racism in their 
everyday, 
So when I initially started it with my colleagues, what we did for a short class 
session over the course of eight weeks was to separate along racial lines and to 
address and raise…in the white group ‘how does it feel to be in a group full of 
white people, why do you think we're separated like this, can we stand to learn 
from each other and how do we move forward with this kind of work’…What I 
will say is that I find the caucusing was much from what I understood was really, 
really wonderful and beneficial in terms of solidarity building for the 
Communities of Color. I think that the white folks just had a little bit farther to go 
and that the amount of time that we had together wasn't enough for them to 
really…delve into the discomfort or why it was difficult to be there. When it got 
taken up in the programs program-wide was when you get to see a much deeper 
reflection happening. (Suzie, personal communication, January 8, 2019) 
Mary discussed the imperative to engage white people in conversations about 
racism and privilege not only to expand the number of people working toward racial 
justice but also to ensure that white individuals had the knowledge and resources to act 




it’s not their place and they’re actually not informed” (Mary, personal communication, 
January 10, 2019). Mary believes that white people need to be prepared when direct racist 
actions occur and that does not happen without guided reflection, discussion, and 
preparation. 
Race and racism as everyday conversations 
Keeping topics of race and racism at the forefront of interactions was important 
for all participants. Being public about privileges, finding openings to start discussions, 
and creating space for people to engage in these issues were ways in which participants 
kept racial oppression as a current topic on campus. The hope was by keeping these 
issues as a prioritized theme in everyday consciousness, the participants could inspire 
others to join the conversation, demonstrate a commitment to racial justice, and help 
influence campus decisions. 
Annie spoke about how prevalent racist conversations seemed to be on her 
campus. She discussed that behind closed doors, white people felt more comfortable 
making racialized statements. When she hears conversations that may be racist, Annie 
described a need to address and challenge the comments. Continuing conversations with 
people about issues of racism is important, and many of the participants echoed Annie’s 
sentiments and believed that embedding conversations about race and racism every day 
helped when blatant incidents occurred. Annie discussed the effects of bringing race and 
racism to the surface of conversations on campus, 
So, conversations wouldn't happen behind closed doors between two white people 
about how someone who isn't white is something less than. Things happen out in 




it gets corrected…Not only by the person who it's directed towards but that people 
around them will speak up. (Annie, personal communication, December 4, 2018) 
The participants discussed ways in which they embedded these conversations into 
everyday conversations. Mary said it was about being ready to have these conversations 
no matter the environment, with a student, with a colleague, or in a committee meeting. 
She understands the importance of planning and preparation to be able to start a 
discussion about race. Mary discussed that dealing with and leaving behind the fear 
enabled her to engage in conversations about racism and other social justice issues, 
Well, I think more so in my past, where I can look back and I can be like, "Oh, 
yeah, I was really kind of stuck." I'm thinking of moments in my past where I was 
fearful, fearful and didn't have the tools, and was fearful as many white people, to 
talk about race or doing it in the wrong way, right? This fear of being 
racist...Seeing it as a duality, not wanting to be a racist person, so that would lock 
me up. I don't know that it was particular situations that I can recall more I think 
the internal driving fear. Whereas now, when I talk about whiteness, I'm like, 
‘We're gonna mess up. It's inevitable. We're gonna make mistakes, and we just 
have to keep trying.’ And be really, really grateful people let us keep trying, 
right? (Mary, personal communication, November 28, 2018) 
For many of the participants, engaging in conversations about race and racism 
meant creating the space for these discussions to occur. The participants felt that if people 
knew of a space or a person with whom they could have these conversations they would 
show up and begin a dialogue. Several of the participants shared how they used current 




statements about current events and both inviting people to share their thoughts as well as 
seek out emotional support when triggered, 
It is about paying attention to what is happening in our country, and in our 
world…There's constantly something new happening that's gonna impact, 
probably, someone in my community. A student, a staff member, whoever…I feel 
like if I miss some news, I might be well out of step with what's happening, and 
how I can be then supportive in combating racism over, and over, and over again. 
(Sarah, December 17, 2018) 
Liz spoke about using an intersectional framework to help people consider how 
the outcome or reaction might differ if one switched the target and privileged identities in 
a situation or if one of their identities was the focus of an incident. Using an example in 
class of a video made by a white woman that was deemed racist and a seemingly sexist 
response video made by a white man that attacked the woman’s appearance and 
intelligence. Liz has her students complicate how focusing on justice issues at a surface 
level can distract us from engaging in deeper level conversations about institutionalized 
oppression and our roles,  
We saw her do this bad thing first, so is it justified that someone comes back with 
another -ism and attack? And for some people in the room like, ‘Well, she kind of 
has it coming. She deserves it.’ I'm like, ‘Well, how do we weigh which is 
worse?’...And then it gets even more complicated when you start to look at it, so 




Stepping aside and managing privilege 
In their everyday work, the participants were cognizant of their privileges. 
Although they admitted that they were not always aware of how their white privilege 
affected every interaction, they were committed to continuous reflection and action. Part 
of the thought process and active work required a more collective stance, not only about 
highlighting their own thoughts but supporting People of Color take back or take up 
space in decision making and leadership responsibilities. 
Several of the participants described that they were able to take steps toward 
challenging the status quo because of their white privilege, “If I can use white privilege in 
some way that’s how I’m going to use it” (Annie, personal communication, December 4, 
2019). Many of the participants discussed how they addressed decisions that were made 
with a predominantly white homogenous leadership team. Annie spoke about paying 
attention to who is in the room, who is speaking, and who is absent in committees or 
department meetings. A few of the participants rely on their privilege to get their voices 
heard and the ideas of others into public consciousness, particularly in a white male-
dominated space. Annie attempts to balance out speaking time and address 
microaggressions such as an idea only being accepted after a white person repeats what 
was already stated by a Person of Color. She shared that she has no issues redirecting a 
conversation back to a Person of Color if she believes their ideas were glossed over, 
We were in a meeting and there were three white people and three People of 
Color. And we were talking about how a project was gonna unfold. One of the 
People of Color raised some concerns and they were very valid…And the person 




at him and I thought, “No, you’re not gonna do that…I wanted to go back about 
what Karen was saying. I think that’s a valid point”. (Annie, personal 
communication, January 14, 2019) 
Mary reflected on ways whiteness and privilege impact decisions such as hiring 
based on certain ‘preferred’ skill sets or how projects are completed in a ‘preferred’ way 
and attempts to make room for new perspectives and previously less-regarded strengths. 
Several of the participants, including Mary, described using their privilege to help other 
white individuals understand the need to recruit, hire, and retain People of Color. She 
attributed both her privilege and her authority as a director in her ability to create 
trainings in these areas for all members of her team and rewrite staff goals based on needs 
rather than campus expectations founded from a ‘corporate troupe,’ 
It's in how, "What are my interactions with my colleagues that are Folks of Color? 
How do I honor their knowledge? How do I create space that's these tiny acts of 
social justice in sitting in this room and having a one-on-one check-in with Folks 
of Color who have other marginalized identities and not get caught up into the 
systems that are in place institutionally that actually perpetuate oppression?" So if 
we're going to do smart goals it's because that person wants to do smart goals, not 
because that's sort of a corporate troupe that gets perpetuated. If we're going to 
talk about wellness, we're going to leave enough room to talk about wellness and 
health in ways that are complex and defined by the Person of Color. And those are 
far more intimate, more private, to me acts of anti-racism that are defined on the 
terms created largely by the Person of Color I'm working with, with some 




university. We both work for the university. We've chosen that. There are 
limitations but then there are acts of resistance that can take place as small as two 
people choosing and how they're going to work together or do the work that's 
shared between us. (Mary, personal communication, January 10, 2019) 
Liz was clear that managing her privilege did not mean she was going to fix 
racism on campus or create the space for People of Color to be included. She saw her 
work more in getting out of the way and listening to what People of Color needed to be 
successful. Liz understood that she is not a problem solver for others, “Advocating for 
someone else doesn’t mean you say it for them. It might be you stepping aside, to open 
the door and let somebody else step in and be the one to say it for themselves” (Liz, 
personal communication, November 28, 2018).  
In some instances, participants have been able to make their commitment to racial 
justice known and have Colleagues of Color seeking them out with specific tasks to help. 
Suzie spoke about not only being available to listen but a trusted partner with a colleague 
who will ask for Suzie’s help. It was important that Suzie show up and support her 
colleague as requested being cautious not to use her privileged idea of how the work 
should go but listening to what her colleague needs. She identified that she was not a 
savior and it was imperative for her to consider who’s safety and wellbeing was being 
prioritized in conversations and other actions,  
I was volunteering…for a non-profit that wanted to put together a Latino 
leadership group, and…the woman who was leading it was a Mexican American 
Woman of Color, who was also very quick to say, ‘This is about leadership. This 




So, it was a quick like, ‘You're not a savior. This is not right.’ And that was easy 
for me to do. It was like, ‘Well, yeah. Okay.’ (Suzie, personal communication, 
December 10, 2019) 
How do white women faculty and staff reflect on, describe, and critique their 
responsibility to address racism on campus? 
Participants felt engaged in anti-racism work on their campuses and had different 
ways of participating in dismantling a racist system. They admitted that most of the work 
was slow-moving, took time, and meant working with others to effectively and 
successfully make positive change. They also acknowledged that they could not act alone 
and to actualize a racially just campus would take a dismantling of the environments as 
they existed today. Their responsibility was not to do work for others, but to find ways 
that racism was occurring and to interrupt it. It was also important that participants were 
asking others, particularly white individuals, to learn about and acknowledge their 
privilege. 
Challenges to Ongoing Racial Justice Work on Campus 
How do white women faculty and staff describe the challenges to staying active in 
racial justice work? Participants continue their anti-racism efforts in spite of regular 
challenges and barriers on campus. The bureaucracy of an office or department and 
particularly in larger, more traditional college systems can prove challenging for anyone 
attempting to make changes within oppressive structures.  White supremacy is alive and 
well on college campuses, “Just by virtue of being an institution of higher education that 




land...there are systems in play still that are based on systems or institutions of racism” 
(Sarah, personal communication, November 21, 2018).  
Participants discussed how many of their white colleagues are either not ready to 
engage in conversations about racism or not prepared to start working toward a campus 
environment that seeks to decenter white legacy as the dominant way of being. A 
personal challenge for participants was the limited amount of time and energy that they 
had for effective anti-racism efforts. The desire to do more to help address white 
supremacy on their campus was there, but unfortunately, professional and personal 
obligations that required attention limited the amount of actual time available. This is not 
to suggest that the participants’ commitment and actions ended when they left campus, 
but simply acknowledges the reality of how much they felt they could contribute daily to 
ongoing change in their workplace needs. 
Campuses do not support racial justice or anti-racism action 
Participants agreed that racism was an issue on their various campuses and 
highlighted different areas where white supremacy was pervasive. A few examples 
discussed by the participants include: hiring practices, funding, marketing products such 
as a campaign photoshoot that highlights the few Students of Color on campus into one 
picture, limited racial and cultural representation, and crisis and emergency response 
training that align with racist and militarized protocols. In addition, campuses are not 
self-reflective of how racism exists on campus and rely on blanket diversity statements 
without critical action. When opportunities for white people to engage in conversations 




coursework with checklists to complete rather than tied into department goals or 
leadership expectations.  
Mia shared that institutionally-supported racism was difficult to address when 
leadership did not share the same values. While reflecting on a mandatory active shooter 
training, Mia highlighted the struggle she and her colleagues faced when the campus 
refused to respond to blatant racism. During a mandatory active shooter training, the 
facilitator routinely selected only Men of Color to act as the gunman and used stereotypes 
and derogatory language throughout the event. Mia was one of the ones to complain to 
leadership but expressed that the campus failed to act. The same trainer was chosen for 
several years in a row with no changes to behavior. In this way, the campus was 
complicit in allowing a session that perpetuated racism and placed a burden on Men of 
Color. In addition, it created triggers for many students and staff required to attend the 
trainings and left the staff solely responsible for the debriefing and support of those 
present, 
And even with us objecting and complaining and us having to do reparative work 
with our RA's ... After that, I remember last year I met with my RA's and that's all 
they could talk about was how horrible it was...We've been complaining about 
this person and with real examples, and people with a louder voice than me have 
been complaining about him…Why are we still bringing this person to 
campus?...And I'm betting the reason we haven't stopped it is because the person 
bringing him in, it's easier for that person just to bring the same thing back than to 





Campuses also seem to collude with oppressive situations by refusing to call a 
situation racist. Several of the participants reflected on how leadership preferred to use 
the word ‘racialized’ if they acknowledged race could be involved in a situation. Liz and 
Rachel both addressed that the word ‘racism’ could typically shut down a conversation or 
quickly be glossed over if used in a committee meeting. Several of the participants talked 
about how the words ‘diversity’, ‘inclusion’, and ‘social justice’ were used in surface 
ways. These terms may have been a part of the mission statement or department goals, 
but very little reference to these ideals was discussed in everyday work. Sarah shared that 
many on her campus used social justice terminology, but did so without practical 
application or concern for equity or equality on campus. 
Institutionalized racism and bias did not solely affect students. Each participant 
shared that the leadership on their campus was predominantly male and white, discussing 
how decisions and resources were carried out in a patriarchal way. Success and avenues 
to leadership responsibilities were guided by ‘white man standards’. They described that 
this often looked like People of Color not being listened to or their perspectives being 
ignored or devalued. Other participants, such as Rachel discussed this was apparent when 
leaders became defensive, silencing people trying to draw connections between a 
situation on campus and oppression to avoid looking racist,  
I'm thinking mostly about the times I feel like I need to be silent within spaces. I 
mean, mostly when I'm in meetings that involve the president of the university 
and the provost. Neither one of them do very well with an unplanned or 
unscripted direct message towards them that asks for a response within the space. 




other folks about what do we need to do that's actually going to get through. 
(Rachel, personal communication, January 24, 2019) 
Sarah shared that top leaders may be experts in their specific fields but not in 
social justice and instead of admitting that they do not know and relying on those 
available on campus who do, critical work against racism is shelved. Sarah stated that 
proper accolades for staff and faculty who are doing this work are not properly 
recognized as experts echoing many of the participants’ concerns about the 
institutionalized devaluing of work based on race.  
The campuses did not seem to have formal ways for faculty and staff to develop 
their understanding of privilege and oppression. For Liz, it felt that some of the 
separation between departments and lack of information about what other departments 
were doing was intentional, “In what way are we going to be able to join numbers and be 
able to keep sustained a movement if we don’t have means and ways to work together 
and be sustainable” (Liz, personal communication, January 10, 2019). Similarly, Rachel 
expressed concern that opportunities for people to mobilize on campus around 
inequalities were unavailable. In addition, public trainings were available but were not 
institutionalized as an expectation. For most campus constituents including students, very 
limited racial justice education was available unless you were in a particular job such as 
residential life or diversity-related resource centers, 
So where are the spaces for the white women to engage in this? To insert yourself 
in a Women of Color collective or a Women of Color conference is not really the 
space. But what do we offer? It's not very much. And what work is being done in 




be fairly surface. White women students who are RAs or orientation leaders might 
get a little bit more opportunity there, because there are some committees they can 
be a part of. There are additional trainings. But for your average student, I don't 
think there's much opportunity. (Rachel, personal communication, January 4, 
2019) 
For other participants, they did not feel that their campus was a safe space to learn 
about and develop their knowledge about issues of race and racism. Participants 
mentioned that they were cautious about sharing their interests with supervisors or 
joining workshops designed for white people because they would either be praised 
unnecessarily or be expected to act as an expert in these topics for their department. 
Annie spoke about her concerns with public workshops due to the hierarchies that 
continued to exist even when workshop guidelines included confidentially. She believed 
that if she said the wrong thing, this would be held against her by people who had more 
authority than she did and might affect her performance evaluations,  
I think it's the power structure. For example, I was in a group, it was all white 
people but we were on different rank and tenure. And there were people in that 
group who served on the peer review committees. For those of us who are on the 
tenure track, here was a lack of safety. I don't know that safety would ever have 
happened in that room. I think that's why, to level the playing fields, you gotta go 
off campus and learn. I think it has to do with the power structure. (Annie, 
personal communication, January 14, 2019) 
Although several campuses had a process to address hate/bias incidents, there was 




people with experts in racism or institutionalized oppression. Mia, along with other 
participants, spoke about the struggles to address hate/bias issues through the current 
bureaucratic system on her campus.  
I believe it was a poster that was up from a campus member advertising a 
program and the language and image on it was bothering some of my students. I 
think they felt that the image and slogan were racist to their community. And I 
couldn't take it down because it was from another department and it was approved 
to post. So I sent an email to that department and they said, we don't feel it's 
racist. They wanted to leave it up…and so I sent it in to this [hate/bias reporting] 
website. And I said, ‘Y'all should know that the students are upset and they said 
it's not, and somebody make a ruling and proclaim’…They sent it back to me to 
deal with. I literally got an email that said, ‘Hey, we got a hate bias report and 
since it affects your students and your community, I'm sending it back to you so 
you can address it.’ (Mia, personal communication, August 28, 2018) 
White people are not ready and are not doing the work 
Institutionalized racism continues to exist because individuals fail to acknowledge 
and work to disrupt historical, economic, cultural, and political oppression. White people 
on college campuses actively participate in sustaining a college community that has roots 
in white supremacy. Participants each shared challenges that existed when attempting to 
work with their own affinity group, other white individuals, around issues of racism. 
Although the participants felt personally responsible to learn about and address 
individualistic and institutionalized forms of oppression, they did not believe most of 




training, influences, and role models, and a colorblind or ‘all lives matter’ mentality were 
also discussed as some of the barriers participants ran into along their efforts to work 
with others to interrupt racism.  
 Finding other white individuals who were actively engaged in anti-racist efforts 
was important yet difficult for participants. Sarah spoke to the need for critical networks 
of people working in social justice issues to support each other to develop knowledge, 
ideas for action, and when the work became overwhelming. She also discussed that due 
to white privilege, white people should not be doing this work alone. Each individual in 
this study expressed that the number of white women they could approach about issues of 
racism was small, approximately two to four individuals each on their campuses, 
There are a couple of colleagues on my campus I'm thinking of…who really gets 
it…The two I'm thinking of are white women, only because I feel like those are 
the two women that I can think of that I think we can be critical of one another at 
some level. (Sarah, personal communication, November 21, 2018) 
Rachel, Mia, and Mary believed very few white individuals were publicly 
working on anti-racism on their campuses and did not feel confident there were very 
many others. Seeking out these people was not an easy task and many found a colleague 
or two only through observing how other white people responded to microaggressions in 
the workplace or how based on their working relationships with Colleagues of Color. As 
there were no structures in place to publicly pronounce one’s commitment to social 
justice, efforts to reach out to other white people seemed to be limited to those connected 




We had a mutual friend [that] said, ‘You two are at the same university, you need 
to know each other. You haven't met yet somehow.’…So it was someone, another 
white woman who is doing anti-racist work who brought us together…And there's 
another person I know from a previous institution. We were both there, and now 
we're both here…I guess it's pre-existing relationships, a new relationship 
brokered by another anti-racist person, and somebody I've just come to know 
through a work relationship, overlapping work. (Mary, personal communication, 
November 28, 2018) 
Frustrating for many of the participants was when white people seemed not 
interested or not to care that racism existed. Several white people with whom the 
participants engaged saw racism as an outdated and historical phenomenon or an issue 
relegated to white nationalist rallies in another part of the country. Engaging white 
individuals in conversations about racism was a challenge in of itself. They felt that white 
people on campus could simply ignore the effects of racism as they were not personally 
affected. Others may acknowledge that racism exists and that injustices need to be 
resolved but do not see how their own actions and decisions keep inequalities active.  
A few of the participants noticed that some white people on campus were 
oblivious to race in general, sharing that these individuals may state that they have a 
diverse group of friends or colleagues however predominantly maintain homogenous 
circles. This seems to hold true for those who are active in social justice circles as well. 
Rachel discussed how white women, in particular, are still working on centering white 
spaces, within feminist and queer movements, and were not dedicated to perspectives that 




white colleagues in deeper conversations about racism, the individuals would often 
redirect the discussion to their own experiences with oppression or discuss how they care 
about everyone’s lives, not just the experiences of People of Color and did not seem 
interested in listening to voices that challenged their white privilege, 
I'm trying to picture how much of this for me is affected by the Donald Trump 
election and what's come up in the past few years versus what happened before. I 
think the recognition that the nation has made of how white women will still side 
with their whiteness more than with their gender and will still side with 
Republican values and conservative values that may be based in either racist 
behaviors or a failure to recognize privileges has made it I think even more 
important for white women to take action. Yet they're still centering themselves 
now in a white feminist space, so still not looking at how they can be in solidarity 
with others. It's still so much of themselves. (Rachel, personal communication, 
January 24, 2019) 
White guilt, shame, lack of knowledge, and not wanting to say the wrong thing 
were all potential reasons why more white individuals were not engaged in anti-racist 
efforts on a public scale. Several participants felt it was a lack of training and information 
that kept white people from engaging more. Annie shared that most people did not know 
how to have conversations about racism and their lack of knowledge and fear of being 
wrong held them back from engaging. She shared her own experience with feeling inept 
and having to consciously decide to push against the barrier of not knowing enough, 
They mentioned social construction, and I thought, I have no idea what they're 




embarrassed. I did feel embarrassed but I've learned to start letting go of that and 
the guilt and the shame too and to focus on the work and to accept being 
uncomfortable and embrace it, and know it's gonna happen, I'm gonna make 
mistakes. (Annie, personal communication, January 14, 2019) 
Participants spoke about white individuals avoiding the topic altogether because 
they did not want to be compared to white nationalists they observed on the news. Rachel 
talked about many white people wanting to distance themselves from white supremacy 
and that they observed strong negative reactions when using terms like ‘racism’ on 
campus. She stated that white individuals today would much rather use the term 
‘supremacy’ because they did not believe that term referred to them, 
I think I tend to not use the term racism as much as I used to. Not necessarily that 
the meaning has changed for me, but folks' impressions of that I think have 
shifted…Racism to me is okay to be calling it out as in historical perspectives, in 
even fairly current perspectives. But when you bring it into the right here, the 
right now, calling out racism, it's not really a place you can go with white folks I 
have at least found. Or with white students, I interact with students more. So to 
me, racism is a conversation I can have with Students of Color, I can have that 
conversation historically. That it's, yeah, how do you look at the now with white 
folks is more complicated I think than it used to be for me. (Rachel, January 4, 
2018) 
From their perspectives, participants felt that white men were not engaging in 
conversations about anti-racism or white supremacy on campus. For most of the 




or request a change to a biased protocol. Rachel felt like most supervisors on her campus 
were white men which provided additional challenges to finding white individuals 
critically reflecting on race issues. She also felt that others were more likely to give white 
women the benefit of the doubt and that potential for allyship was possible. Suzie shared 
that with students she worked with, white males seemed less interested in anti-racism 
work than other students and were more likely to become defensive when topics of racial 
oppression were discussed.  
 Without role models or proper reflection and training, white people can be 
harmful to the racial justice movement. As Annie discussed, white people may have a 
general idea of what racism is but do not know how to identify it in everyday work or 
what to do to address it in its many forms. The participants spoke about how racist 
comments were still very prevalent on campus and many white individuals could provide 
reasons behind why these were not oppressive. Participants felt that white people were 
more likely to explain their comments were taken out of context or that someone was 
being defensive rather than listening to an explanation about why a comment may be 
racist.  
Mary spoke about how in an effort to appear knowledgeable, white people would 
use anti-racist language and look down upon other white individuals but have no action 
behind their words. Mary discussed that this can be a particular challenge as leadership 
listens to outspoken individuals and if that person is not truly trying to make change, this 
can halt any work that has been done. Although others may understand what privilege is, 
they do not see the responsibility of their white identity to consider racism and take 




Time and energy are finite 
Acknowledging that change is not made overnight and curriculum and policy 
updates require many people and levels of approval, it was difficult for participants to 
find the time and energy to take care of everything. At any given time, participants were 
trying to address racism on both micro and macro levels while helping students and their 
staff teams find inclusive and supportive environments. The white women in this study 
shared an extent to their reach and influence as they had lives outside of campus 
including families in which they were charged. This did not stop them from addressing 
racism on campus but did mean they were more thoughtful about how they would 
manage their days. 
In their everyday job, most participants shared that their anti-racist efforts were 
above and beyond the requirements of their job descriptions. Liz addressed what it felt 
like to want to be doing more but then being challenged to figure out a way to balance 
everything, 
I am thinking about what it is like to be doing things differently, and how much 
can I realistically implement in one semester versus the next semester, on top of 
everything else that just has to get done. I think that’s the ongoing challenge, For 
example, right now there is a training going on for universal design, which is 
great and that would also benefit multiple people in many different ways. It 
definitely increases inclusivity. It’s something that will help reach out across 
gender, race as well, and it’s something I’m really interested in. But there’s so 




them in one semester on top of everything else you already have to get done.  
(Liz, personal communication, January 10, 2019) 
Rachel acknowledged that at times she has a love-hate relationship with this type 
of work. She feels passionate around it and wants to be involved in change but it can also 
lead to burnout that is not considered by supervisors. Many of the participants shared that 
anti-racism work is not a part of their job description and only adds an additional 
workload that is unsustainable. A limited number of colleagues and a lack of resources 
not only made work harder but also demonstrated that the campus has other priorities.  
When participants were given the go-ahead to work on a project that involved 
social justice issues, they did not believe the people assigning the work understood what 
it would take for the initiative to be successful. In many situations, participants felt they 
were working against their campus or that their campus did not value their work. 
Participants described the physical and emotional toll anti-racism work can take on a 
team, not to mention the resources and efforts that would be needed. Sarah spoke about 
how the busyness of campus responsibilities can get in the way of addressing people’s 
needs which she stated was rooted in racist practices, 
I think the reason why I'm thinking about that is that I've had some interesting 
conversations with my supervisor over the years around doing too much, and that 
I do a lot in my work, and that the job of the associate directors is sometimes too 
much. It's unsustainable. There's a lot that goes into it. I can recall [when my 
boss], she's also a white woman…say things like, ‘Why do you take that time? 
Could you use that time in a different way? If you have to cancel one-on-one's, 




can cut out?’ I've often thought about that as yeah, I could cut those things out. 
That would give me more time in my day. That would be eight hours of my week 
not being in one-on-one's. But if I don't do that, and don't give time in that way or 
dedicate time to people or go to lunch with that colleague, then I'm not going to 
grow. I'm not going to progress. I'm not going to develop these relationships. The 
trust is not going to be there. So I have chosen to invest time consciously, 
particularly because it's been reflected to me that maybe I don't need to be 
spending that time. But I feel like because I've spent that time I've grown. I've 
learned a lot more about my whiteness and how I show up in my whiteness. 
(Sarah, personal communication, November 21, 2018) 
People have personal lives, and these participants were no exception. Although 
not a major concern during the participation in this study, each one of the white women 
involved alluded to only having so many hours in the day and needing some time to focus 
on their families and home lives. Several were also navigating ways to disrupt racism in 
their communities and neighborhoods or at the national level. Some continued their work 
in anti-racism through conversations with their partners and children. Their work in anti-
racism was not limited to their offices however, they could not place all of their energy in 
campus specific efforts.  
I think generally speaking being a woman or being the kind of woman that I am or 
the kind of parent that I am, you know, prevents me from being able to engage in 
any kind of work, so it's not just anti-racist, it's just that there's a limit to how long 
my days can be and how much energy I have to put into whatever it is that I do 




engagement is different because I'm a parent and that may change later as my kids 
get older and how much I dedicate to the work. (Suzie, personal communication, 
January 8, 2019) 
How do white women faculty and staff describe the challenges to staying active in 
racial justice work? 
The greatest challenge for participants in their anti-racist efforts was working 
within a racist institution. Participants did not believe their campuses were critically 
conscious of the ways that racism showed up in traditions, policies, curriculum, and 
programs. Institutions did not have a commitment to diversity and inclusion as their 
mission statements may declare.  Participants believed that their campuses did not value 
experts in the field of social justice and were not prepared to make the necessary changes 
in order to realize a racially just community. Another challenge discussed by participants 
was the feeling that white people were either avoiding or ill-prepared to examine their 
privilege and their responsibility in sustaining racism. Participants discussed the 
difficulty in mobilizing or creating groups of white people that were publicly addressing 
racism.  This also led to a lack of mentors and role models of white people for the 
participants and for students. The limited number of hours in a day was also a challenge. 
Participants know a large amount of work is necessary and are interested in making 
change, but they do not always have the time or resources to get everything done. With a 
limited number of people with the same commitment to making change and struggling 
against an administration and campus climate that does not support anti-racist work, 




Negotiations of Privilege 
To answer the overarching research question of this study: “How do white women 
faculty and staff committed to racial justice negotiate their privilege in ways that both 
disrupt and sustain racial injustice on their campuses?”, participants described the ways 
that they are thoughtful of and act against their privilege. In addition they spoke about 
ways they are conscious of how their privilege is showing up and in ways that they utilize 
a privileged stance to help others. The themes that emerged to answer the overarching 
research question are: strategic action, relationship building as critical to developing anti-
racism consciousness and action, the tension between white identity and one’s 
commitment to anti-racism, and problematizing the dual identities of race and gender as a 
white woman. 
Using strategic action and spheres of influence to create change 
Committing to racial justice is not the same as anti-racism work. Participants 
discussed many of their responsibilities and actions to address and work against racism 
on their campuses. However, they also discussed that efforts take time, energy, and 
resources. To ensure that they could keep up their efforts, being strategic and cognizant 
of one’s sphere of influence was crucial for participants. It was also important for 
participants to understand the bureaucracy and hierarchies of their campuses so they 
could affect change and maintain their roles. 
Participants discussed that infusing an anti-racist lens within their job roles and 
responsibilities was a good way to get changes made on campus. For participants, the 
sphere of influence was a critical component in how their efforts in anti-racism were 




level changes such as specific training for team members or grading expectations for their 
students. Although a majority of their focus was on local actions, participants remained 
concerned with and engaged in addressing institutionalized effects of racism. At the same 
time, they expressed concern that they did not have the authority to make changes 
campus-wide. “And the way I can see doing that is working with individuals in a small 
group because I don’t have the sphere of influence to create a university-wide initiative to 
address race for white people. I can’t mandate that” (Mary, personal communication, 
November 28, 2018). 
Several of the participants explained that to help make changes in a larger context 
within the department or on campus, one must consider how the message will be best 
received. They discussed the importance of having data, stories, and research to help back 
up whatever changes or information they were trying to disseminate and how the 
language used was a critical consideration. Being thoughtful about where and when it is 
appropriate to engage in these conversations is also important. Participants shared how 
timing, environment, and people involved affect the way the message or idea is received.  
For example, Rachel discussed how being strategic about language was important, 
both in the context of her own language she uses as well as when trying to engage 
students and others into a conversation about social justice issues. She mentioned that the 
use of words such as ‘racism’ could create barriers to a conversation so she has started to 
use other words such as whiteness or white supremacy to engage others, “When we shift 
the terminology, more folks are willing to engage in it. I think it's because they think it's 





Three of the participants are managers of other staff members (Mary, Rachel, and 
Sarah) and spoke about how they are strategic with their departments and teams. Mary 
spoke about leading strategic planning sessions with her team to specifically address how 
to understand and dismantle oppression within departmental outcomes. She saw this as a 
potential to institutionalize social justice issues within her department's goals which 
would have extended effects on community partners, staff work and development, and 
interdepartmental relations, “We’ve just gone through a strategic planning process and 
we’ve come out of it with a commitment to an anti-oppressive lens and addressing racism 
is one of our pillars for our strategic plan” (Mary, personal communication, January 10, 
2019). Similarly, Sarah approaches her responsibility as a manager by infusing her 
commitment to racial justice within planning for her department and staff. She is 
currently working on incorporating a community standard of supporting a diverse campus 
into performance evaluations, an initiative she started with her own team.  
Several of the participants found themselves in spaces where they could affect 
larger changes but were cautious about how to incorporate challenges to racist practices 
or traditions that maintained the status quo. In some cases, such as Sarah’s example of 
changing an event policy to include Hip Hop music, creating change at the campus level 
did not create a redirect of values and focus on social justice for the institution. Adding to 
this concern, Liz discussed how the bureaucracy of the institution made it difficult to be 
publicly critical in every situation and still maintain one’s job. She shared that if she were 
to be let go, there would be one less person making noise. A balance between anti-racism 




Relationship building as critical for anti-racism development 
 All of the participants discussed the importance of relationship building for 
involvement with racial justice work. They shared that it was important for People of 
Color to know and see that as white women, they were critically reflecting on privilege 
and taking action. Several of the participants discussed these relationships as being 
critical in order to be accountable for responding to and pushing against racism on 
campus. They expressed that forming relationships with other white people to help 
elevate consciousness around privilege and racism was a large function of their anti-
racism work. 
Several of the participants stated that relationships and building trust with others 
engaging in anti-racism work were crucial in order to work toward change on campus. 
Participants shared that without these relationships, they could not accurately impact the 
campus culture and policies pertaining to issues of racism. They stated that the ability to 
be close enough to people in order for People of Color to share their experiences and for 
white people to hear and see how racism affects themselves and others is a key tool for 
social change: “I’m open to paying attention to it, however blatant it is, versus the little 
subtle things and I’m very grateful. I’ve had many people in my life who have given me a 
gentle nudge when they could have hit me over the head. I just stay open and aware of it” 
(Annie, personal communication, January 14, 2019).  
White women need to reflect on their responsibilities to build critical and close 
relationships with People of Color and to challenge how our segregated communities 




relationships with others where issues of racism were addressed and how these kept her 
accountable to check her privilege,  
Having honest, open, genuine relationships with people that’s built upon trust and 
the ability to have that frank and honest, and sometimes very critical conversation, 
and being open to receiving that I think has helped me to learn not only about 
myself but also about the dynamics in the room, or all these multiple layers of 
identity…It’s helped me to understand where I have room to grow, where I can 
continue to think about or consider other factors before raising my voice. (Sarah, 
personal communication, November 21, 2018) 
Several of the participants described that it was not through talking about racial 
justice that one engaged in anti-racism work; rather it was through the connections built 
and actions taken that demonstrated a true commitment. Mary stated that building 
relationships was transformative, “It’s about being in relationship with other people. 
That's actually, that in and of itself is an act of transformation so that folks are not so 
isolated. That in and of itself changes an institution” (Mary, personal communication, 
November 28, 2018). She expressed the importance of having specific people who could 
help problematize a situation and challenge her thoughts on racism. She made it clear that 
white people engaging in anti-racism efforts needed to build relationships with People of 
Color as well as with white individuals. She understands that it is only with these 
relationships that campus-wide movements towards a more racially just environment can 
occur.  
For some participants, the connections with others motivating them to work 




motivation comes from a responsibility to Women of Color to speak up and act against 
racism on campus. She is constantly reflecting on how her white identity and privileges 
affect interactions and impacts others. Concerned that her white privilege could keep 
conversations about racism on a surface level, Sarah believes that building working 
relationships with Women of Color is crucial for engaging in anti-racism efforts and 
keeping accountable to a racial justice vision. Similarly, Suzie shared that she would be 
ill-informed if her efforts in anti-racism were done on her own and that building 
foundations of friendship was critical,  
It was definitely not an instant thing…It's also building genuine relationships with 
people that are not predicated on, ‘I want to be friends with you because you're a 
Person of Color, and we have the same goal.’ It is, ‘I like you because I think that 
you're interesting, and we enjoy each other's company,’ and I think that having a 
real basis of friendships is what allows for that to work. I just don’t think I could 
be plugged into a room with a Woman of Color that I don’t know and be 
effective. (Suzie, personal communication, December 20, 2018) 
Participants discussed the importance of building working relationships with 
white people. Although she could not name any public groups of white people learning 
about these topics on her campus, Mia identified a couple of white women whom she 
trusts to have these conversations and to challenge her own thinking. Liz had a similar 
experience as Mia, Liz knew of workshops for white individuals on her campus to 
discuss privilege, however, she mostly relied on a couple of white individuals in addition 




Participants agreed that building connections allowed people to critique and 
challenge each other and be open to learning from one another. They shared that building 
relationships with people is the best way to understand how and when to support them. 
Participants expressed that helping to educate and develop their own and other people's 
knowledge of racism and privilege required understanding who the players were on one’s 
campus. When participants felt they knew more about the people in their workplace, they 
could more easily spark conversations about race because they knew how to engage them 
rather than have them check out or have their feelings shut down. Reaching out to 
colleagues and taking the time to develop both collegial and friendly relationships was 
critical to participants’ work in anti-racism. 
Staying engaged in anti-racism work while struggling with one’s own whiteness  
In their everyday lives, participants were committed to working against racism. 
They were also reflective of why and how they should act against, interrupt, and 
destabilize racism on campus. The participants shared that knowing that racism existed or 
wanting to be working toward anti-racism was not enough to end racism on campus. 
They struggled with their own internal development around issues of privilege and racism 
and grappled to find their place in anti-racism work. They spoke about their passion for 
addressing racism. Several spoke about the criticalness of this work on campus and in 
their lives. However, participants also acknowledged that they were not always aware of 
their privilege or racism and were constantly reflecting on the presence of whiteness and 
racial oppression. The white women in this study continue to grapple with their 




The participants shared examples where they continued to grapple with 
understanding ways to deal with being white within a racialized campus. They discussed 
their own confidence levels in topics of race and racism and if they could appropriately 
acknowledge racial oppression when it was happening in both macro- and micro-level 
situations. When sharing a story about a conflict that arose with a Woman of Color in her 
department, Mia worried how her actions were viewed and asked herself if she was 
relying too heavily on a culture of whiteness in her attempts at solidarity work. Liz 
expressed a similar concern and shared that she often did not know what to say or when 
she did say the wrong thing, she never felt forgiven. She explained that she battled an 
internal lack of pride in her identity as a white woman which resulted in guilt and tension 
with her work,  
I feel like there is this sort of space that we kind of land in, here it could be well-
meaning, well-intended, and that might be causing more harm than good. And 
then there’s a chance to do more and not cause harm, but you don’t necessarily 
know how to do that. (Liz, personal communication, November 28, 2018) 
Other participants shared their own internal struggles about recognizing personal 
blind spots about whiteness and how that may affect interactions even when they had the 
best intentions. These struggles were heightened when they were called out for co-opting, 
appropriating, or leading with privilege. Although painful to be called out, participants 
were reflective about how they were perpetuating or being complicit in a racist structure. 
It did not matter if they were well-meaning, the potential of acting through a whiteness 





I'm thinking of a difficult situation with a community partner where I was called 
out and challenged, accused of appropriating, basically, appropriating the work of 
a Woman of Color as my own, or taking their knowledge and expertise and 
creating something with what I had learned from them. It was a very, very painful 
situation. I was in that situation in a meeting with a Colleague of Color who also 
had their own experience of being accused, but not as directly as I was. After that 
interaction, I needed to go to my car and call a white friend and just tell her what 
had happened and how painful it was, and what my feelings were about it, and 
what questions I had about my uncertainty about what sort of racism I may or 
may have not perpetuated or been complicit in. And stumble around in the 
uncertainty of it and pain of it. (Mary, personal communication, January 10, 2019) 
In order to do the work, participants all had to find ways to move beyond their 
own insecurities. Sarah knows that to keep engaging in anti-racism efforts, she has to 
reconcile that she will make mistakes and be open to critique. Sarah worries about saying 
the right thing when she speaks up and also knows that if she does not speak up, then she 
is being complacent. She also does not want to perpetuate racism if she says the wrong 
thing,  
It could be my whiteness. The white guilt that I hold, or that concern that I'm not 
gonna say the right thing, and therefore I'm gonna further perpetuate whatever 
racism is occurring… I've had more experience or as I've learned more, as I've 
spoken up more, I feel like that shifted over time in the sense that it doesn't seem 
as prevalent. That sort of question in my mind doesn't come up first anymore. 




experience level now can meet others where they're at in a different way. (Sarah, 
personal communication, December 17, 2019) 
Staying open to feedback and criticism by People of Color and not fall back into 
own privileges without reflection was a shared idea by several of the participants. For 
Rachel, white people must know that being quiet and listening is a key skill. White 
people must be actively cognizant that People of Color do not need to or may not want to 
rely on them. However, white people cannot disappear and instead should find multiple 
ways to connect while being ready to act on the information they gathered from their 
observations and interactions,  
I think it’s even more important for white women to take action. Yet they're still 
centering themselves now in a white feminist space, so still not looking at how 
they can be in solidarity with others. It's still so much of themselves. I know that a 
lot of that was happening before, but when you get this call to action and folks are 
saying from the Black Lives Matter movement, ‘We want you here and you're not 
there’, I think that needs to be recognized…I think there's more of a need or more 
of a visible need now and more of a visible lack of commitment and yeah, this 
sense I think from white women that now is the time we have to be activists. 
(Rachel, personal communication, January 24, 2019) 
Participants described frequent reflection and critique of their own white identity 
and action work. Although they do not allow the self-analysis to stop their commitment 
to racial justice, they do address that it can be debilitating at times. Mary acknowledged 
that she is conscious of being a white woman all of the time, which can lead to a hyper-




the time, however, believes it is more important to keep this line of questioning active in 
her mind,  
There are times when I've talked with colleagues who are Folks of Color, and I 
bring in an identity analysis around race, and they like literally stop me, and 
they're like, ‘Yeah, it's not always just that.’ Sometimes…white privilege isn't the 
problem, it's not that. I don't wanna say that. (Mary, personal communication, 
November 28, 2018) 
Like Mary, other participants reported constantly thinking about race and their 
own involvement in sustaining a racist system. They discussed that it can be difficult to 
acknowledge that racism exists on campus and that their whiteness may have something 
to do with it. Annie shared how it felt to hold onto the struggle of recognizing one’s 
responsibility in sustaining racism. For Annie, although she was trying to make changes 
to offset racial oppression, the feeling of culpability would not go away, “Being white 
weighs very heavily because as I learn about whiteness...the only thing I could say is a 
heaviness” (Annie, personal communication, December 4, 2019). 
 To keep moving forward, participants have expressed ways that can keep 
themselves accountable without allowing their responsibility in whiteness to detriment 
their efforts. Participants are observant of whiteness triggers, asking if white supremacy 
is happening at this particular moment whether that be in a personal interaction or group 
settings. Rachel acknowledged there are times she has not been thoughtful about racism 
and how she creates a plan of action for change the next time a similar instance occurs. 
She discussed that it can be easy for white people to find themselves in all white spaces 




It makes me think about the amount of time that white women don't put into their 
own self-work and how that isn't considered necessarily valuable within a 
workday. It's not an efficiency. It doesn't have a visible outcome to an assignment 
or something. Yeah, how do you recognize the impact of doing that work 
yourself, of naming that or maybe helping to model for other folks on campus 
around the privileges that you recognize, around the challenges you have with that 
and then make space for other folks to engage. (Rachel, personal communication, 
January 24, 2019)  
Understanding that white people do not have a responsibility to think about racism within 
institutionalized structures, Rachel is cognizant of which spaces she places herself in and 
how she can challenge predominantly white homogenous groups. 
Connecting with their role as white women in the racial justice movement 
 The white women involved in this study were very clear about understanding 
privileges they possessed for being white and wanted to make changes to lessen power 
dynamics between racial groups. However, they showed less reflection on white 
supremacy and institutionalized connections between their racial and gender identities. 
While they spoke about their racial and gender identities as separate entities that make up 
parts of their whole being, few problematized how their combined identities of whiteness 
and womanness might have contributed to their positionality on campus. These two 
identities informed who they were, and many participants addressed that working to 
understand both gender and racial oppression were critical goals of their lives, “I feel like 




find voice and to continue to find our own awareness and ability to support anti-racism 
work on our campus” (Sarah, personal communication, December 17, 2018).  
The participants revealed different perspectives on how being a woman affected 
their conversations about race and racism with others. Some participants looked at being 
a white woman in relation to white men, sensing that their contributions would be more 
readily accepted by others than it would from a white man. Other participants saw their 
womanness as being a challenge to creating bigger changes pertaining to racial justice. So 
while Mary shared that she was asked by a Woman of Color to present a particular idea 
to administration because it would be better heard and accepted, other participants, such 
as Liz, discussed being told that they would not be able to lead an initiative because a 
man would be better suited, 
I think it can be really tricky for white women, and again, when I talk with folks 
and do workshops around whiteness, one of the things I say is that we frequently 
wanna slip to and talk about our marginalized identity, and so like for white 
women that's frequently talking about being a woman. Because it's easier to talk 
about oppression frequently than privilege, if you've lived a lot of your life in 
privilege. So I just try to be conscious of that in myself because it happens 
because of the discomfort of talking about privilege. (Mary, personal 
communication, November 28, 2018) 
Participants discussed their internal struggle with wanting to be effective in anti-
racist efforts but knowing that their whiteness held them back from always doing the 
right thing. This constant fight was discussed by some participants as related to social 




upbringing related to being a white woman made her believe it was her role to take care 
of things. Tensions arise when she attempts to be present in anti-racist efforts but must 
find the balance between taking over and avoiding the action altogether. This complicates 
her anti-racism work because she knows she cannot take care of racism or do the work 
for others and is conscious of how she is showing up to support as needed, rather than 
taking over or doing the work for someone else.  
 Similarly, Sarah discussed how early lessons she learned about being a woman 
affects her thoughts about her abilities to effectively create change. She explained that 
oppression as a woman has taught her not to trust her thoughts or her abilities. She 
admitted that other identities such as her age and her job title have helped her to 
overcome some of the internal conflicts within herself however acknowledged that she 
has struggled in confidence about whether her work is impactful in the right ways, 
Sometimes I feel empowered, sometimes I feel disempowered by my gender 
identity as it intersects with my race, but on average, I feel like my racial identity 
in most contexts, it’s hard to say but I feel like almost sometimes supersedes my 
gender identity in certain contexts. I feel privileged no matter where I am because 
I also think I rely on that at some level…in those male-dominated spaces, I rely 
on my whiteness to be able to get me a voice at the table. (Sarah, personal 
communication, November 21, 2018) 
How do white women faculty and staff committed to racial justice negotiate their 
privilege in ways that both disrupt and sustain racial injustice on their campuses? 
The participants all recognize their white privilege and their responsibility in 




The ways that they are conscious of their privilege and actions that they take varies based 
on the context of situations and individuals involved. The participants are thoughtful 
about which avenues to take and which initiatives to place their efforts in to make the 
most difference.  They are also thoughtful about relationship building. Participants 
reflected on how building trusting friendships and work connections allows them to better 
observe how racism is actively entrenched into the campus climate as well as allow them 
to find others invested in anti-racism work. The participants find struggle in the 
knowledge that they do not have all of the answers and make mistakes. They are 
conscious that their own white privilege holds them back and at times means they are 
contributing to upholding racist structures on their campuses. However, the participants 
do not allow themselves to be bound up in their own thoughts, but instead, they use these 
mental tensions to propel their actions and improve their work. The participants go in 
between their identities as white and as women. Addressing how discrimination and 
gender injustice can affect their thoughts about their work in anti-racism as well as how 
lessons they have learned about being a white woman, such as taking care of things for 
others, are in direct conflict with the responsibilities of white people in a racial justice 
movement.  
Summary of Findings 
Participants all had strong motivations to be engaged in anti-racism work. They 
saw their responsibility tied to a larger racially just vision and have made tangible efforts 
to rectify the effects of racism. For many of the participants, if they were not active in 
uprooting racism, then they were complicit and a part of the system. Others tied their 




Several themes emerged through the discussions with participants and analysis of 
their responses within the research questions framework. In answering how the 
participants described their motivations to address racism on campus, participants spoke 
about the catalyst for recognizing their complicity in racism and the desire to do 
something. For participants, the catalyst was in connection to making strong friendships 
with People of Color and observing how racism is a current and real lived experience in 
the everyday. A strong value that participants could not know that racism existed and not 
do anything about it was the underlying impetus for their work.  
Participants have varying ways in which they discuss their commitment to racial 
justice and how they act upon their desire to affect change. To answer the question of 
how do white women reflect on, describe, and critique their responsibility to address 
racism on campus, five themes emerged. Participants discussed the internal work that was 
needed. Understanding privilege, racism, and how to go about acting against injustices 
take constant reflection and self-critique. Participants made tangible changes to campus 
policies and initiatives, to curriculum, and to their teaching and management styles. 
Important for their work was how they developed spaces for white people to learn how to 
self-reflect on privilege and racism and inspire them to work against their own whiteness. 
Their willingness to bring race and racism to the forefront of conversations was a critical 
way that participants tried to bring racial justice into the everyday consciousness of those 
they worked with. Connected to their internal reflection of privilege, it was essential for 
participants to take action. Recognizing where their privilege was showing up in their 
work and interactions was important for examining how they could make changes in their 




privilege so they were not dictating how racially just efforts were sustained but rather 
provide support for People of Color who were transforming their environments.  
Participants all shared that anti-racism work was not easy as they examined the 
challenges and barriers. Three themes emerged to answer the question, “How do white 
women describe challenges to staying active is racial justice work?” The themes were 
that campuses did not share the same vision or values of anti-racism and did not have 
structures in place to support action, that white people were either avoidant or untrained 
to engage in critical conversations about racism and their responsibilities both in 
maintaining and eradicating oppressive systems, and lastly, that time and energy for 
participants was finite.  
The overarching research question for this study was, “How do white women 
faculty and staff committed to racial justice negotiate their privilege in ways that both 
disrupt and sustain racial injustice on their campuses?” Four themes emerged: (1) using 
strategic action and sphere of influence to create change, (2) relationship building as 
critical for anti-racism development, (3) staying engaged with anti-racism while 
struggling with one’s own whiteness, and (4) connecting with their role as white women 
in the racial justice movement. Using strategic action and sphere of influence to create 
change meant that participants were thoughtful about how and when they would engage 
in anti-racism work. They considered the influence and reach they could make based on 
their job title and circles of colleagues available to them. Participants saw working with 
others as essential to effective anti-racist work. Relationship building both with People of 
Color to remain present and accountable to a racial justice movement and also with white 




How white women complicated their own white identity development with the work they 
were trying to do was another theme. The finding was that white women engaged in anti-
racism work understand that for white people, a hierarchy of consciousness does not 
exist. White people are tied to their privilege and will spend a lifetime unearthing and 
evolving the ways they dismantle a system to which they help build.   
The last theme and finding was how white women, in particular, look at their race 
and gender in two separate ways. They tied some of their conflicts with white privilege 
and action to characterizations of being women. They could discuss being a white woman 
as a joint identity to separate themselves from white men; however, they did not 
problematize ‘white women’ as a protected characterization. 
White women have a lot of work in front of them and articulated that there were 
many ways to engage in the racial justice movement. For the participants, critical self-
reflective and contributions to an equalized vision are happening. However, times when 
they falter, find refuge in their privilege, and collude with an oppressive system also 
exist. Focusing on dismantling a system of oppression while working for an institution 
that helps keep racism present and alive creates a deeper challenge. The ways that the 
women in this study continue to contribute to disrupting racism on their campuses is their 
self-critique of reflexivity and praxis and making racism a present and relevant theme 





CHAPTER V: SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND 
CONCLUSION 
Summary of the Study 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand how white women 
identified faculty and staff are engaged in anti-racist action and what they believe to be 
their responsibility in ending racism throughout their experiences on the college campus 
and beyond. Participants felt a strong responsibility to continue to develop their own 
knowledge about race and racism. They had a desire and motivation to interrupt blatant 
racist situations as well as traditional campus policies and practices that supported a 
white supremacy legacy. They emphasized that building strong relationships with others 
was one of the best ways to build bridges and develop solid coalitions to address racism 
at their workplaces.  
Being observant and strategic about their actions were important for engaging in 
anti-racism action. Small movements could take place through tracking who on campus 
had similar ideas or was open to listening to change ideals. Participants all discussed 
more opportunities for white people to learn about and develop skills in working against 
racism on their campus. Participants felt it was their responsibility to connect with other 
white people to help spread the message of how to recognize privilege, take action 
against racial oppression, and make systematic changes in opposition to white 
supremacy. 
In addition, the study examined how white women identified faculty and staff are 
negotiating their racial privilege to disrupt or sustain white supremacy on their college 




times they acted out or could avoid a situation due to their privilege. The white women 
problematized what it meant to work within a racial justice movement while managing 
their privilege, stepping aside so that People of Color could lead and actualize their self-
empowerment. Participants found tension within the cultural upbringing as white women 
to take care of things and the need to get out of the way of People of Color. They found 
their responsibility in shifting the consciousness of administration and other white people 
to recognize how racism was threaded throughout the foundation of the campus 
community while addressing how their whiteness has given them a platform to be 
outspoken and make tangible changes without punitive scrutiny. They encountered 
barriers to working toward anti-racism within their campus’s hierarchies and balance of 
time and workload.  
Participants stated they were strategic about how and when they engaged in anti-
racism work on their campus and pushed against campus level decisions. They 
acknowledged that it could be difficult to determine whether certain strategies were 
helpful to advance the tenets of the racial justice movement or instead if they were 
benefiting their own comfort levels. The women in the study problematized what it meant 
to be working toward both gender and racial justice. Some felt their womanness made it 
more difficult for their anti-racism work to be heard and seen in a male-dominated 
administration, while others referred to their whiteness as keeping them from fully 
engaging in the racial justice movement.  
The results of this study have implications for campuses and faculty and staff who 
identify as white women. In the conclusion and implications section, I review the ways 




future practice. The findings also provide opportunities for further research for those 
interested in efforts addressing white supremacy within institutions of higher education 
and the role and responsibilities of white women within those actions.  
Discussion 
It is difficult to be a radical activist against white supremacy within the college 
system. As racism and whiteness are embedded in our educational institutions, simply 
‘doing one’s job’ often means being complicit with white supremacy. As Ahmed (2012) 
discussed, even the work of diversity and anti-racism can lead to supporting a positive 
white identity rather than bringing a community closer to equality. This is true for the 
participants in that they have struggled with their own comfort as white individuals and 
their role in deconstructing racism on their campuses. Nonetheless, the white women in 
this study are aware of their constraints and are committed to working against racial 
oppression and finding spaces where they can interrupt practices rooted in white 
supremacy. Several scholars including, Aftab (2017), Bonilla-Silva (2014), Bush (2011), 
Powell (2012), and Spanierman, Oh, Poteat, Hund, McClair, Beer, and Clarke (2008) 
posit that it is not enough for white people to engage in reflection about anti-racism, but 
that they must become active in pushing against white supremacy. In many situations, the 
anti-racism work is a reconsideration of how to relate to and work with others. The 
participants had similar experiences in their initial catalyst to engage in and act against 
anti-racist work. Their relationships and spheres of influence change the ways in which 




Using strategic action and spheres of influence to create change 
 Participants in this present study utilized their spheres of influence to advance 
anti-racist work, including making localized changes and working within their circles 
related to their job titles. The participants found that working within their job 
responsibilities allowed them to more easily enact anti-racist practices. They could 
change curricular or grading standards, add on social justice metrics for staff evaluations, 
or call out and educate students to which they had responsibility. For those that had 
campus committee roles, they could use the results from the more localized changes to 
expand to larger efforts. Participants did not stop speaking about race or racism while on 
campus, but how they went about these conversations varied greatly depending on who 
was in the room and what they perceived to be their level of influence. Although 
participants had the intent to address racism in all situations, they at times fell short of 
solidarity work due to fear, lack of confidence, or absence of role models.  
Teel (2014) discussed that in order for institutions to be true to their mission 
statements of diversity and inclusion, that issues of race and racism must be threaded 
throughout all disciplines and offices. Hikido and Murray (2016) add that diversity 
statements that include requirements of action related to recognizing and interrupting 
racism and developing the skills needed for these actions to be realized should be a part 
of foundational values on campus. Just as participants are being strategic around how 
they challenge white supremacy and engage in conversations about racism on campus, 
Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013) recommend that formal education on how to 
critically examine culture, privilege, and power from a racialized lens be infused into 




failed in terms of meeting a racial justice vision is a good step toward making change. 
The authors recognize a checklist approach to anti-racism does not exist and anti-racism 
efforts are an ongoing process.  
Participants in this present study discussed how they were strategic about 
language used and having data and research as back-up resources when they attempted to 
engage in conversations about race and racism. Participants discussed limiting their use 
of the word ‘racism’ or calling out situations as racist as they found these terms could 
shut down a conversation. Participants also expressed that as they worked with 
administrators or supervisors that were not open to conversations around racism, they 
were less inclined to bring up issues in committee or staff meetings.  
I have concerns whether focusing solely on spheres of influence could be 
construed as white women addressing their own internal need to be involved and say they 
are doing something but then staying within their comfort zones. While these attempts are 
thoughtful, they could cultivate a status quo for white individuals. White supremacy can 
be sustained when an administration focuses on forms of measuring effectiveness such as 
data to prioritize funding or programmatic offerings rather than listening to the voices 
from the community. Limiting when one speaks up due to fear of retaliation or to control 
the response of others may be considered strategic to some; however, staying within the 
boundaries of the university’s practices and culture is not the best way to demonstrate a 
commitment to racial justice.  
In Accapadi’s (2007) study, one of the defensive reactions found in white women 
in working within issues of racism was ‘denial’ that included an attempt to absolve 




they are already involved in something that is race or diversity-related. The second 
reaction was ‘rationalization’ that occurs when white women focus on the lack of 
resources affecting their ability to do more for anti-racism. Rodríguez (2017) shared that 
using terminology related to ‘diversity’ is a way for white staff to hide that they are not 
trained nor have the understanding to effectively engage in conversations around racism. 
Cabrera, Watson, and Franklin (2016) address the focus on human stories rather than 
relying on traditional policies that have roots in white supremacy.  
Ahmed (2012) discusses what working toward an inclusive campus looks like: (1) 
taking purposeful action that is designed to make critical changes to the institution, and 
(2) navigating the barriers that are created when working outside campus norms. Delgado 
(2017) discussed that white people need to be prepared to be critiqued at each turn and be 
willing to sacrifice for racial justice.  
Relationship building as critical for anti-racism development 
Relationship building was related to both participants’ initial catalysts for 
engaging in anti-racism work and also was a major requirement for effectively 
participating in racial justice action. Going beyond the numbers of People of Color and 
focusing on the establishment of true friendships and connections is critical to developing 
a base of white people committed to racial justice action. Participants described building 
relationships as the work itself. The development of true connections with others 
embedded them into the racial justice movement and collective liberation. The 
participants’ work in anti-racism was not about the need to help people, but through 
relationships, they understood that their work had to be in relation to others. They also 




equality meant for People of Color. It is also within the public work for racial justice that 
participants believed that People of Color felt the white women could be trusted enough 
to develop friendships. This is a complex issue as it is not just about making friends. I 
would encourage white women to actively engage in the struggles experienced by People 
of Color and build connections in a way where the white individuals are acting as co-
conspirators against white supremacy.  
Relationships with other white individuals were also essential to the work. 
Participants described a part of anti-racism work was to engage other white people to 
understand how racism affected the every day and work against their own whiteness. It 
was in engaging with other white people that the white women in this present study could 
learn about the needs and interests to help them to better engage. Those connections 
allowed the participants to find windows where they could spark conversations. Building 
relationships with white individuals also helped participants to find role models and 
advocates as they went through their own white identity development and action work.  
Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013) discuss how spatial walls keep white people 
from engaging with People of Color, even when percentages of racial groups are equally 
distributed. They describe how white individuals self-segregate themselves into racial 
homogenous groups. Brunsma, Brown, and Placier (2013) challenge institutions to 
consider how white thought and culture are sustained through institutional structures and 
self-segregation. In the researchers’ example, students are not required or asked to engage 
in activities organized by People of Color, while not problematizing that People of Color 
are expected and at times forced to participate in white led programs. Cabrera (2014b) 




racism affected People of Color and shared that they believed that when situations were 
deemed racist, it was due to oversensitivity by People of Color or an attack on them 
because they were white. The participants in Cabrera’s (2014b) study were not only 
physically separated from their Peers of Color but were mentally disconnected from 
larger truths of the impact of white supremacy on their lives. 
Staying engaged in anti-racism work while struggling with one’s own whiteness  
Sullivan (2014) states that white people do not possess general ideas on what 
efforts are effective toward a racial justice vision. In the case of the participants in this 
present study, they expressed not having all of the information or knowledge about 
racism and white supremacy.  They see their level of understanding of white supremacy 
as beginning to moderate and continue to seek ways to grow in these areas. However, not 
knowing everything did not hold them back from beginning to find ways to interrupt. 
None of the participants felt that they had learned it all and described their development 
around white supremacy, racial justice, and active participation in making change as a 
life-long process. 
In contradiction with Robbins and Jones (2016) findings that white women were 
least likely to fall into the ‘desire to be involved” in anti-racism work, all of the 
participants in this present study were committed to the work. However, as Robbins and 
Jones (2016) explained that people shifted between categories, the participants in this 
present study moved primarily between two of the cognizant levels of participation - the 
‘desire to learn more’ and ‘being active’. Demonstrating that consciousness does not have 
an end-goal but rather occurs along a continuum that white people move in, the 




comes to their own whiteness and daily efforts to address racism. The participants in this 
present study did not seem to fall into Robbin and Jones (2016) category of ‘denial,’ 
which could demonstrate that the more active a white person is in anti-racism work, the 
shorter their range becomes on the continuum. This issue could lend itself to further 
study. 
DiAngelo (2018) shares that focusing solely on the development of white people 
around issues of racism is not enough for solidarity work and can serve to sustain white 
supremacy. White individuals invested in becoming co-conspirators in the fight for racial 
justice should be directed toward action and collaboration. Malott, Paone, Schaefle, 
Cates, and Haizlip (2015) share a similar perspective that white individuals interested in 
anti-racism work must be cognizant about how their impact and influence stems from a 
whiteness frame of reference. Accapadi (2007) recommends that white people meet 
within homogenous groups with the objective to challenge each other on their 
involvement in sustaining whiteness.  
Malott, Paone, Schaefle, Cates, and Haizlip (2015) found similar experiences to 
participants in this present study about feelings of expecting to have setbacks and not 
always doing the right thing. Malott, et al’s (2015) participants shared that they had to 
navigate environments that were not conducive to anti-racist work, such as segregated 
neighborhoods and hierarchically focused workplaces. For participants in this present 
study, their fears about ensuring they are engaging in anti-racist efforts appropriately are 
founded as asserted by Ahmed (2012) that campus efforts toward anti-racism often result 




Connecting with their role as white women in the racial justice movement 
Navigating two identities, one as target (woman), and one as oppressor (white), 
the participants discussed being in the fight for both gender and racial justice. However, 
their responsibilities within these two movements were different and at times not 
connected. Being a woman impacted the ways in which participants in this present study 
believed they could influence campus-wide initiatives. Their cultural upbringing as 
women also complicated the ways in which they interacted with their anti-racist work. 
For example, participants spoke about doubt of their knowledge and leadership abilities 
that they had internalized. For others, as women they learned to be problem solvers and 
to take care of others, which they began to realize was not their responsibility as white 
co-conspirators in the racial justice movement.  
The participants did not problematize their dual identity of being a white woman, 
and most often spoke about being white or being a woman. They explained ways in 
which their womanness affected how they could engage in anti-racism work as a white 
individual, but for the most part, they did not complicate how their role as a white woman 
has shaped their positionality on campus or in their communities. It was much more 
difficult for the participants to articulate the role that white women, as a group, have 
played in sustaining racial supremacy on campus.  
Just as Cabrera (2014b) discusses the limited amount of scholarly research that 
focuses on contributions to and actions against racism as a barrier to institutionalized 
racism, even less that focuses on white women’s involvement exists. Fortunately, 




used scholarly approaches to consider why and how white women working in higher 
education are participating in problematizing racism on their campuses. 
In one case, a participant in this present study described that she was upset at how 
so many white women could have forsaken their gender for their whiteness during the 
2016 presidential election. Accapadi (2007) discusses how white women are often 
working under their dominant role in terms of thinking and decision making. White 
women, although experiencing discrimination as women, are also sustaining a system of 
dominance from which they ultimately benefit. Aniagolu (2011) points to a specific 
example of how white women are not cognizant of how their privilege has specifically 
helped them advance, providing an example of how the numbers of white women 
enrolling in college have surpassed that of white men while the same could not be said 
for People of Color.  
Linder’s (2011) participants, who identified as Women of Color, spoke about 
their experiences working with white women within the feminist movement on their 
college campuses. The participants in Linder’s (2011) study described race and gender as 
a combined identity, always intertwined in a way that they could not set their racial 
identity to the side as they focused on their gender. They all addressed that their white 
women counterparts were privileged to be able to separate the two. Maher and Tetreault 
(2011) address that gender and race must be linked to critical consciousness and 






White supremacy continues to be an issue on college campuses and affects the 
experience and learning environments for all individuals. Faculty and staff have a 
responsibility to address exclusive practices and shape the culture on campus. Based on 
this study, I have many recommendations for administration, faculty, and staff to 
deconstruct racist practices and reimagine their communities as places that actively 
critique structures of oppression. In this section, a few emergent recommendations for 
practice are summarized.  
Campuses, faculty, and staff need to reconsider how their policies, practices, and 
decisions often stem from a white patriarchal viewpoint.  Similar to the personnel 
requirement of Title IX trainings for all hired staff and faculty, I recommend that 
campuses require an onboarding training designed to help people understand how what 
may be deemed as neutral curriculum or tradition, can in fact benefit those from 
privileged groups. Trainings should include skills in tracking and communication for 
conflict resolution. The curriculum should not be relegated to the trainings by human 
resources staff but should involve experts in the field of social justice and systems of 
oppression in the design. These trainings would provide all staff and faculty working at 
the campus to have a similar baseline of language and terminology, contemplate new 
perspectives and ways to consider their work with others, and be critical of the deficit 
model of thinking. These trainings would incorporate race, but should also include other 
identities that impact people’s experiences (i.e. ability, gender and sexual expression and 




In relation to the finding that anti-racism work is often a reconsideration of how to 
go about developing relationships and practices, campuses should find pathways to share 
examples of how reconstruction from a racial justice lens can be infused into their work. 
Several of the ideas that were shared from the participants in this study would be good 
models to introduce throughout institutions, such as Liz’s grading contract or Sarah’s 
performance evaluation that incorporates social justice themes. Making specific ideas as 
the overarching recommendation, however, lends itself to a checklist model that is rooted 
in racist structures. Instead, campuses and departments should find ways to engage 
faculty and staff in these teaching and practice methodologies to expand their knowledge 
of different ways to approach students and the classroom. Whether these are shared in 
brown bag discussions on campus or infused into staff and faculty training should be 
determined by each campus. As relationship building was found to be a key component 
of disrupting oppressive structures, campuses should reflect on who is participating in 
these shared conversations and be prepared to be critical of departments or groups with 
limited contributions. 
White individuals who want to engage in anti-racism work need to be public and 
vocal about their attempts. This study found that few white women were actively engaged 
in conversations around racism and that those who were, continue to struggle with their 
white identity and role in anti-racism work. White people should be cognizant of creating 
more connections for mentoring and role modeling with students and their white 
colleagues. They should also be hosting conversations about these topics on their campus 
in public view and facilitating and pushing against the status quo practices in department 




white individuals need to challenge each other not only about the realities of privilege but 
also about how to live out their responsibilities to work against white supremacy. In the 
spirit of building relationships, white faculty and staff must be cognizant of which 
meetings and events they are attending and supporting. White people must be 
participating in the activities led by People of Color to show their actions toward 
solidarity and collective vision. 
Future research 
This study was designed to begin to fill the existing gap in research focused on 
white women working within four-year colleges and their anti-racist reflections and 
efforts on their college campuses. Through the lens of collective liberation and critical 
feminism, the study sought to investigate how white women were participating in efforts 
to interrupt racial oppression and how they negotiated their privileges as white women. A 
few recommendations for further scholarly research are established below after a review 
of the findings for this present study.   
While the participants in this study disclosed several areas where their actions 
were working against racism on their campuses, further research is needed on whether 
these actions were to placate the white women’s white guilt or making true change on 
campuses. Creating a study that analyzes the experiences of People of Color side by side 
with white women’s efforts could further examine whether the participants’ work had its 
intended effect. A triangulation study with Women of Color working closely with 





As the study included a small sampling focused on four-year colleges, the same 
study could be expanded and repeated at other types of institutions of higher education, 
including community colleges and professional schools. Other considerations include 
repeating the study with various demographics, such as titles and number of years 
working as a professional. Most of the participants in the study were directors or tenured 
faculty members and had been working in higher education for a decade or more. 
Looking at the reflections from staff and faculty members newer to higher education may 
demonstrate a generational contribution to anti-racism efforts and could also explore the 
ways in which institutional authority affects impact.  
Conclusion 
This study sought to investigate how white women identified faculty and staff are 
engaging in anti-racism action and what they believe to be their responsibility in ending 
racism throughout their experiences on the college campus and beyond. In addition, the 
study examined how white women identified faculty and staff are negotiating their racial 
privilege to disrupt or sustain white supremacy on their college campuses. Using 
theoretical frameworks of collective liberation and critical feminism, a link was drawn 
between white women’s cognition around racism on campus and their responsibility to 
act against it.  
Participants were eager to share their motivations and responsibilities related to 
their anti-racist efforts. Many of them were very clear about the ways in which they could 
support the movement toward racial justice and felt a responsibility to continue to engage 
in the work in spite of their white privilege. Challenges remain in racist institutions such 




colorblind and neutral. The participants expressed a shared understanding that if they 
were not a part of finding the solution, then they were a part of the problem More bridge 
building and work with others is needed as is an adjustment of time and support available 
to effectively engage in anti-racist efforts. White women working toward a racial justice 
vision have dissonance around their intent and actions as well as their dual but shared 
identity as target group (woman) and oppressor (white).  
To conclude, I leave with a quote from Melanie Bush (2011), from her book 
entitled, Everyday Forms of Whiteness: Understanding Race in a “Post-Racial” World, 
where she eloquently expresses the need for continuous action and reflection in areas of 
racism through a collective realization of humanity. Her words provide a foundational 
incentive for this study and place the findings within the context of an ongoing 
movement.   
Reflecting on the meaning of the stories, statistics, and history revealed in this 
research, I ponder what our vision for humanity must be and suggest ways to 
utilize the venue of higher education to equip ourselves and our youth to function 
in today’s world and to build a better tomorrow. We must listen, reflect, and 
develop intellectual strategies to foster the social awareness needed to challenge 
the history of inequality and injustice in our society. This project is dedicated to 
that end. The issue once again is agency – in the interest of humanity. Ultimately, 
all we have is our desire for a better world and the strength of breath between us. 
If we believe in human goodness, we must fight for it, tapping every crack so that 
it may shatter the pictures of a world that presumes some people as better and 




Researcher’s Personal Reflections 
I entered this study to investigate if white women were acknowledging their 
responsibilities in anti-racism efforts on their campuses and if so, what were they 
contributing. I hoped to find warriors and mentors, white women that I could look up to 
and say, ‘They figured it out.’ I had hoped to find examples of white women pushing 
against the boundaries of their campuses to enact long-lasting change. And find ones who 
had reached an enlightened understanding and accountability to the racial justice 
movement and were unforgiving in their drive for dismantling white supremacy. 
My approach was to engage with white women who were already interested in 
looking at racism on their campus and being a part of the solution rather than ignoring 
their privileges and benefits as white individuals. I wondered if white people and 
campuses were doing enough and if white women were working to end racism on their 
campus what did that look like and could it be replicable. 
I found parallels to my own tensions with being a white person trying to 
participate in a movement that I feel so unprepared to engage. This journey provided me 
an opportunity to tease out the challenges of action in a way I had not contemplated 
before. I found multiple layers of challenges and self-critique by the participants. In each 
one, I could see my own mirrored reflection. I believe myself to have a no-excuse 
mentality when it comes to white people and anti-racism work. I know we can always say 
more, do more, and push harder, particularly when it comes to pillars that sustain white 
supremacy, such as institutions of higher education. So I am critical, and at times overly 




By engaging with white women like myself, I found spaces of hope and 
humanity. I developed a new love for my white affinity group that I do not believe I 
possessed before I began this study. In my critiques, and in all of my focus on collective 
liberation, I forgot to consider white women as humans too, being a part of a larger 
community of people trying to unlearn an oppressive system that affects us all. Opening 
myself up to engage with these complex layers of privilege, intention, reflection, and self-
critique allows me to be a stronger researcher and practitioner. It is through these 
deconstructions that I will be better able to identify and add into consciousness how to 
move beyond the ignorance, fear, and lack of self-confidence that has shackled so many 
of us into inaction.  My participants and I may not be engaging in anti-racism work the 
way we would like to, but know that we cannot give up, just as our Colleagues of Color 
will not. We are a part of the change that needs to happen and will continue to find ways 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 
General questions 
● Tell me about your role and responsibilities on campus. 
● Reflecting on our last interview, did anything we discuss impact or emerge in 
your work/school environment or interactions since we last met? 
Positionality 
● What does being white mean to you?  
● How does that meaning change when you consider being a white woman? 
● How often do you think about being white and a woman? When are you most 
conscious of being a white woman?  
Racism on Campus 
● This paper uses several terms such as racism, white supremacy, and whiteness. 
What do these terms mean to you? 
● Can you discuss examples of racism on your campus?  
Anti-Racism Education 
● What does anti-racism mean? What does anti-racism look like? How is that 
different than racial justice? 
● Can you discuss where you learned about issues of racism?  
● When did you begin recognizing your own responsibility in racism? 
● Can you speak about formal ways in which you have learned about anti-racism 




● How do white women students and faculty/staff learn about participating in anti-
racism efforts on your campus? Which, if any, do you participate in? What does 
your campus need in this area? 
● What areas do you feel you need more information, connections or modeling in 
anti-racism?  
● How did anti-racism become a focus for your work? Why is it important? Why is 
it important for your work on campus? 
Anti-Racism Efforts 
● Do white women have a special responsibilities when to comes to anti-racism 
work? 
● Can you discuss models of anti-racism work on your college campus? 
● How do you work to stop racist situations or policies? 
● Can you discuss the support systems available to you on your campus in anti-
racism? 
● How do you believe anti-racism efforts are different for you as a white women 
compared to other communities? 
● When is it difficult to uphold anti-racist perspective or action on your campus? 
How do you address this? 
● How do you analyze your department’s policy with a lens focused to unearth 
racist views? 
● Can you discuss examples of how you have challenged your own racist thinking? 
● What are the challenges to working against racism on your campus? Are these 




● As ‘nonracism’ is becoming more popular in the general conversation, how to 
discern what is “good white people” compared to active work toward racial 
justice? Are there examples?  
● Could you describe your own reflective tools - how do you consider ways in 
which you are contributing to an exclusive campus? Support racialized structures? 
Do you share these with people? 
● How does this quote ring true for your anti-racism efforts: “How can I...play a 
meaningful role in challenging inequalities of capitalism while I’m not even 
aware that my own male and white privilege are hurting the people I’m working 
alongside?” (Crass, p. 14) 
● Can you discuss how your identity as a woman complicates your ability to speak 
up or interrupt?  
● How would you describe the racial climate on your campus?  
● How do you hold yourself accountable to the racial justice movement?  
● Who else holds you accountable? Who are you accountable to?  
● Srivastava (2005) states, “My analysis finds, however, that as some white 
feminists move toward new ideals of anti racist feminism, they often move toward 
deeper self-examination rather than toward organizational change.”  (p. 31) How 
is this true for you? For your campus? 
Where do we go from here 
● Are there areas you need more anti-racism development? If so, could you discuss? 





● What are some areas you would like to address on your campus in this academic 
year related to racial justice? 
● What would a racially justice campus look like? How would your department and 
your work contribute?  





Appendix B: Call for Research Participants 
You are invited to participate in a research study tentatively entitled: ‘It is Not Enough’: 
Reflections of White Women on their Efforts to Destabilize Racism in Four-Year 
Colleges. This study is being conducted by Jennifer E. Bosco, a doctoral student in the 
Department of International and Multicultural Education at the University of San 
Francisco. 
 
Purpose: The purpose of this study is to understand how white women identified 
students and staff in higher education are engaging in anti-racism action and how they 
view their responsibility in ending racism throughout their experiences on the college 
campus and beyond. The study will use lenses in critical feminism and collective 
liberation to examine how participants’ anti-racism efforts are supporting or sustaining 
white supremacy on their college campuses.  
 
Participation commitment: This study asks the participants for three semi-structured 
interviews over the course of two to three months. Each interview will last approximately 
one hour based on time availability and discussion. In addition, participants will be asked 
to complete a questionnaire about their identities prior to the interviews. Interviews will 
be spaced with approximately three to four weeks in between each meeting. 
 
Benefits of participating: Participants will gain an intrinsic benefit by having the time to 
reflect on their work as allies and in anti-racism efforts on their respective campuses. 
Participating in this study will provide professional development as well as extend 
networks of others involved in anti-racism work if participants wish to connect with each 
other at the conclusion of the project. Data and reflection from the study will be made 
available to the participants for use in their own professional work.  
 
To be eligible for this study, participants will: 
● Identify as a white cisgendered woman 
● Currently be working or studying at a four-year institution of higher 
education 
● Have a sense of responsibility to address and work against racism and for 
racial justice 
● Can demonstrate formalized commitment to anti-racism or racial justice 
through membership on a campus diversity or inclusion committee, 
facilitation of racially focused social justice training or workshops, 
participation in a racially-just organization or club that predominantly 
serves People of Color on campus, or being a leader or organizer in 
community activism for racial justice 
● Participants will ideally have been working in one or more of the above 
ways for two or more years. 
 
If interested in participating or have questions about this study, contact Jennifer E. Bosco 




Appendix C: Consent to Participate in a Research Study 
You are being asked to participate in a research study that is exploring anti-racism efforts 
being made by white women identified college staff and students. Below is a description 
of the research procedures and an explanation of your rights as a research participant. 
Please read this information carefully. If you agree to participate, you will sign in the 
space provided to indicate that you have read and understand the information provided in 
this consent form. You are entitled to and will receive a copy of this form. 
 
The research study is being conducted by Jennifer E. Bosco, a doctoral student in the 
Department of International and Multicultural Education at the University of San 
Francisco. The faculty chair for this study is Dr. Susan R. Katz, a professor in the 
Department of International and Multicultural Education at the University of San 
Francisco. 
 
We ask that you read this form and ask any questions that you may have before agreeing 
to be in the study. 
 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study is to understand how white women identified students and staff 
in higher education are engaging in anti-racism action and how they view their 
responsibility in ending racism throughout their experiences on the college campus and 
beyond. The study will use lenses in critical feminism and collective liberation to 
examine how participants’ anti-racism efforts are supporting or sustaining white 
supremacy on their college campuses.   
 
Study Procedures 
This study asks the participants to reflect on their responsibility, motivation, and action in 
unearthing and addressing racism on their respective campus. Participants are asked to 
engage in three semi-structured interviews over the course of two to three months. Each 
interview will last approximately one hour based on time availability and discussion. In 
addition, participants will be asked to complete a questionnaire about their identities prior 
to the first interview. Interviews will be spaced with approximately three to four weeks in 
between each meeting. Participants will also be asked to review researcher’s notes from 
interview transcriptions and a narrative summary to provide feedback if any corrections 
are needed. After the interview process has been completed, the researcher may ask 
participants to respond to follow-up or clarification questions via phone or email. 
 
Duration and Location of the Study 
Interviews will take place at the participant’s home institution or at a convenient location 
of the participants choosing, with a preference for in-person meetings. Online interviews 
over video chat software will be used in cases where meeting in person is not accessible. 
Participants will be asked to engage in three 60 minute semi-structured interviews, 






Potential Risks and Discomforts 
We do not anticipate any risks or discomforts to you from participating in this research. If 
you wish, you may choose to withdraw your consent and discontinue your participation at 
any time during the study without penalty. 
 
Benefits of Participating in this Study 
Participants will gain intrinsic benefit by having the time to reflect on their work as allies 
and in anti-racism efforts on their campus. Participating in this study will provide 
professional development as well as extend networks of others involved in anti-racism 
work if participants wish to connect with each other at the conclusion of the project. The 
researcher’s discussion and analysis from the study will be made available to the 
participants for use in their own professional work. Other white women interested in 
engaging in racial justice and making changes on their campuses will also benefit from 
this study’s analysis of your experiences and reflections. 
 
Privacy/Confidentiality  
Participants will have the opportunity to choose or have the researcher select a 
pseudonym. Pseudonyms chosen will be used to refer to the participants in all 
documentation. The only exception will be for participants who choose to use their legal 
name. Information made available in this study and in any report will not include details 
that will make it possible to identify you unless written permission is given. Digital audio 
files, transcriptions, and all other pertinent documentation will be saved in a password 
protected file. Hard copy transcriptions and documentation will be in a locked file 
cabinet. All hard copies will be destroyed and digital copies deleted after seven years. 
 
Compensation/Payment for Participation 
There is no payment or other form of compensation for your participation in this study. 
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study 
Your participation is voluntary and you may refuse to participate without penalty or loss 
of benefits. Furthermore, you may skip any questions or tasks that make you 
uncomfortable and may discontinue your participation at any time without penalty or 
affecting your relationship to the researcher. You have the right to request that the 
researcher not use any of your interview material.  In addition, the researcher has the 
right to withdraw you from participation in the study at any time.  
 
Offer to Answer Questions 
You have the right to ask questions about this research study and to have those questions 
answered by the researcher before, during, or after the study concludes. If you have 
questions at any time, you should contact the principal investigator: Jennifer E. Bosco at 
831.239.9093 or jebosco@usfca.edu. If you have questions or concerns about your rights 
as a participant in this study, you may contact the University of San Francisco 







I have read the above information. Any questions I have asked have been answered. I 
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